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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
The universe is made of stories, not atoms.
Muriel Rukeyser, “Speed of Darkness” (poem)
1. THE GREAT LAKES AS A PLACE OF MARITIME ACTIVITY
This is the story of a place. There are people in it—many different peoples, over the past
four centuries alone—and the things they did, and said, and made, and left behind, are the result
of their being in this place. While this is true of every place where humans have gone, there are
places which are so different from their surroundings that one finds oneself thinking and acting a
bit differently when there. The Great Lakes are home to such places. A series of enormous
freshwater seas in the heart of a continent is itself a thing of wonder. Depending on their mood,
the lakes have either posed a dangerous obstacle, or offered a highway stretching many hundreds
of miles. Among the more than 10,000 miles (16,000 km) of shoreline, there are a mere handful
of places—straits—where land nearly touches land.
These narrow passages between the lakes, carved by ice and water, offer access to both the
connected lakes, and the landmasses on either side. It is there that one may expect to find peoples,
past and present, focusing their efforts at moving about, taking advantage of what is, in truth, a
crossroads. This property of affecting the actions of others is a powerful form of agency; in the
analysis of human movement across a landscape, such places are termed control points, “areas of
congregation and concentrated use” (Litton 1973:5). The indigenous peoples gave them names:
Bow-e-ting, Ongiara, Michilimackinac, Bkejwanong.1 Today they are known as Sault SainteMarie, Niagara, Mackinac Straits, and the St. Clair Flats, respectively (Figure 1.1). Each has a
distinct, even dramatic, character: a treacherous rapids, a stupendous cataract, a fog-shrouded
narrows, and an immense freshwater delta.
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Figure 1.1. The upper Great Lakes, indicating natural control points: (a) Sault Ste. Marie;
(b) Niagara Falls; (c) Mackinac Straits; (d) the St. Clair delta. (Wikimedia Commons)
While this last place is the focus of the present discussion, it is important to bear in mind
that each of these special places, both its land and waters, presents an abrupt change from its
surroundings. They are borderlands, liminal zones. Here, things must be done differently: dangers
encountered, difficulties faced, obstacles overcome—and rewards gained. To those who dwell and
travel in such places, access to the daily necessities of life, as well as remote resources and longdistance trade, depend on their willingness and ability to take to the water. The resulting complex
of interactions and relationships between people, the land and water, and the things they make and
use on both, creates a distinctive signature, a pattern of behavior known as seagoing, or maritime.
As borderlands go, the delta of the St Clair River is as much an idea as it is a physical fact.
True, the political boundary between the United States and Canada, between Ontario and
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Michigan, bisects it. But it is an imaginary line that one can easily see across to the land on the
other side, unlike the lines bisecting the Great Lakes themselves. And unlike political boundaries
on land, there are no man-made physical markers: no fences, walls, or even signs. The buoys that
mark the shipping channel are like those found anywhere in the world. Yet this place is unique.
Along with two other rivers—the Saint Mary’s River linking Lakes Superior and Huron; and the
Niagara, between Lakes Erie and Ontario—the Strait between Lakes Huron and Erie is a zone of
geographic and hydrologic transitions. Two great land masses—the lower peninsula of Michigan
and that of southwest Ontario—almost touch. Two enormous bodies of water are linked by a
passage that is slender and well-defined along most of its 80-mile (128 km) length. Aside from a
handful of islands, one is either on this or that side of the Detroit River or the St. Clair River. The
great exception is the delta where the St. Clair River fans out at the head of Lake St. Clair: roughly
30 square miles (78 km2) of multiple, winding channels and dozens of islands large and small. It
is a place of ambiguity. Land and water do not so much meet as interpenetrate, as river and lake
merge subtly into reed bed and marsh. “Dry land” is often seasonal or cyclical, as water levels rise
and fall, and currents shift sandbars here and there.
2. THE CONCEPT OF THE MARITIME CULTURAL LANDSCAPE
In studying the human dimensions of a place, anthropologists use the term landscape to
denote the environment as it is experienced and understood by its occupants. In cases like the
present one, where these surroundings are characterized by human interaction with significant
bodies of water, the term maritime cultural landscape has come to be used within the literature of
anthropology and archaeology. An early proponent of the term, Danish archaeologist Christer
Westerdahl first defined it as “human utilization (economy) of maritime space by boat: settlement,
fishing, hunting, shipping and its attendant subcultures, such as pilotage, lighthouse and seamark
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maintenance.” He adds: “It comprises the whole network of sailing routes, old as well as new, with
ports and harbours along the coast, and its related constructions and remains of human activity,
underwater as well as terrestrial” (Westerdahl 1992:5,6). In the intervening quarter-century, the
literatures of both landscape studies and maritime culture have increased in scope and depth,
making an assessment of the current state of maritime cultural landscape studies in order. The first
task, then, is to unpack the phrase maritime cultural landscape, and to determine how it serves the
purpose of storytelling; that is, the recovery of the links between people, their places and their past.
The Landscape: the context of human activity
Addressing the terms of the phrase in reverse order, landscape is deceptively familiar to
us, encountered daily in contexts ranging from several centuries of use in describing a genre of
painting; to the physical features of a piece of real estate; to the activity of “landscaping,” that
creates or modifies such features. Yet all share a common element—the perception of a spatial
expanse, and the things contained therein, as a coherent entity. As Adam T. Smith phrases it,
“beyond these highly inconsistent uses of the term, landscape provides a robust conceptual
platform for integrating elements of spatial life” (Smith 2003:74). Its application as a central
organizing principle comes rather recently to the discipline of anthropology, according to
Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum. In the introduction to their 2017 monograph
Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, they characterize landscape as
“an absent presence in a huge body of scholarship.” (Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017:1). Their
useful survey of the recent scholarship in related fields, particularly geography, makes it clear,
however, that the concepts and themes in increasing use by anthropologists have long been highly
accessible and applicable across the social sciences, notably through physical and social geography
(Sauer 1956; Bradford 1957; Glacken 1967; Meinig 1979; Ingold 1993; Strang 2008). The specific
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landscape to be examined here, the St. Clair locale, is knowable in ways that call upon the
anthropological fields of archaeology, ethnohistory and linguistics, with forays into the social
sciences, physical sciences, and humanities.
Despite a late start, within American anthropology at the turn of the twenty-first century,
the study of landscape archaeology was characterized as a field where “the already large literature
continues to grow steadily” (Knapp and Ashmore 1999:20). Such growth begets ideological
diversity. Deetz averred that archaeologists “use cultural landscape to denote that part of the
terrain which is modified according to a set of cultural plans” (Deetz 1990:2). By contrast,
landscape has also been memorably described as “the product of the collision between nature and
culture” (Balée and Erickson 2006:2). I am inclined to regard most landscapes as lying somewhere
between a plan and a collision. Carole Crumley and William Marquardt (1990:79) call landscape
“the spatial manifestation of the dynamic relations between humans and their environments,” and
is, in fact closer to the elegant expression of geographer P.W. Bryan nearly six decades previous,
who saw an emerging consensus that “human activity, which takes place to satisfy human desires,
adapts and modifies Nature, and is itself adapted and modified by Nature” (Bryan 1933:v). Without
using the term, Bryan foreshadows the role of the dialectic, which figures prominently in presentday landscape studies. It is, then, the shifting of the balance point between the agency of nature
and that of humans that makes each landscape a unique production, both in space and time. The
landscape, as Tim Ingold phrases it, “is perpetually under construction” (Ingold 1993:162).
Recalling that in common usage, landscape is the perception of spatial expanse, it should
come as no surprise that there can be as many perceptions, and hence as many landscapes, as there
are perceivers—or, as geographer D. W. Meinig terms them, “beholding eyes,” in demonstrating
which he has created a list of ten “versions of the same scene,” where a given landscape may be
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perceived as Nature, as Habitat, as Artifact, System, Problem, Wealth, Ideology, History, Place,
or Aesthetic (Meinig 1979; capitalized in original). Several of these reappear two decades later in
Knapp and Ashmore’s (1999) opening discussion of five themes within contemporary landscape
archaeology: landscape as memory (Meinig’s History); as identity (Meinig’s Place); and as social
order (Ideology). It is Knapp and Ashmore’s fifth and final theme, however—that of landscape as
transformation linked interpretively with “the perpetuation or change of the social order”—that
best serves the purpose of studying successive cultural occupations. “It is the repetitive use and
structured modification of an ideational landscape,” they continue, “that yields the palimpsest
archaeologists study, often sorted analytically into chronological slices” (Knapp and Ashmore
1999:18).2 That dimension of time, especially slices of moderate duration, creates the framework
within which both social reproduction and change occur—in the culture of the occupants, in their
agency relative to their environment—in short, in the landscape itself.
My own interpretation of landscape is that it is, above all, context—whether that of bygone
quotidian lived experience, or current archaeological investigation; that is, within the temporal
frames of reference of the past or the present. In either case, it supplies the physical frame of
reference, elastic yet resilient, within which members of a society, whether one of hunter-gatherers,
colonial settlers, sailors or archaeologists, perform their identity, and within which past practice
becomes inscribed and sedimented. As objects of study, “landscapes represent histories that unfold
in a biotic and cultural domain in which inscriptions of an array of human activities across the
temporal spectrum may be discerned by research” (Balée and Erikson 2006:6).
The Cultural: manifestation of social behavior
Critical to an anthropological analysis is that an understanding of the attributes of a given
landscape be shared within an identifiable group. Labels such as “indigenous horticulturalists,”
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“French traders,” or “American settlers” must be defined in practice; that is, through evidence of
patterned, purposeful behavior that has been developed, acquired, conserved and transmitted
within a given society. Those patterns and purposes may be sought in cultural productions, ranging
from textual (names, narratives) and graphical symbolic representations (maps, charts, plans and
diagrams) to material culture (artifacts, and features of the built environment), and examined for
evidence of the ideologies that characterize the group and distinguish it from others.
The vexed question of an antithetical relationship between nature and culture, where
“academics happily dispute the value of the opposition” (Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017:3), is
certainly a recurrent theme in the modern secondary literature of the North American frontier,
where that opposition has traditionally manifested as “wilderness” versus “civilization” (Glacken
1967; Oelschlager 1991; Nash 1982; Cronon 1995). The shallows of the St. Clair delta may be
treacherous, but no more so than the intellectual waters swirling around this supposed dichotomy,
and there is no obvious reward for taking the plunge. Fortunately, anthropology and archaeology
(unlike literature) require the examination look not only at what people say, but what they do, and
make, and leave behind. Material culture, both in the form of the built environment, and the
artifacts large and small that occupy it, will reveal significant patterns that speak to the shifting
balance between the agency of culturally identifiable occupying groups, and the environment they
encountered and inhabited.
The Maritime: a way of being in a landscape defined by water
That environment, in the case of the St. Clair River and its delta, is characterized by
navigable water. In practice, the anthropological examination of the maritime cultural landscape,
its material culture, and symbolic representations is rendered manageable by the filtering effect of
the third conceptual element, that of maritimity. But in what ways may a landscape be considered

8

maritime? Westerdahl’s initial (1992) definition of maritimity cited earlier, narrowly focused as it
was on the actual use of watercraft, has proven too restrictive in subsequent anthropological
research and thought. Proximity to, and interaction with bodies of water being the signature of a
maritime culture, maritime cultures may best be defined as characterized by, but not restricted to,
the use of watercraft (Tuddenham 2010:7-8). Adding the role of littoral and coastal zones, as
sources of landing places and wayfinding landmarks, expands the discussion of maritime contexts
(Cooney 2003). Associated infrastructure, both on land and in the water, will include critical
structural features that affect movement: landings, harbors, wharfs, piers, jetties, quays, seawalls,
pilings, careening sites, canals and their locks, even dredging spoils and abandoned hulks (Gould
2000; Ford 2013). Aids to navigation include lighthouses and beacons, range markers, buoys, and
devices from radar stations and cell towers to GPS satellites.
But maritimity does not end there. Beyond the primary focus on watercraft and associated
material culture, maritime patterns of settlement and subsistence are predicated on water bodies as
a direct source of, or means of accessing, the necessities of life. Shoreline fishing camps, fish
impoundments and weirs, reed beds offering resources both edible (Zizania aquatica, also known
as “wild rice” or manoomin), and functional (rushes for woven mats) are present in the
archaeological and bioarcheological as well as the ethnohistoric record (Fitting 1965; Tanner
1987:13-23; Barton 2016).

Shoreline middens of mollusk shells testify to generations of

occupation and subsistence (Langouët and Daire 2009). Aerial photography confirms centuriesold patterns of land-use and ownership, notably French “ribbon farms”—so termed from their
narrow shape, offering frontage on navigable water (Butzer 1992:357). Such persistent inscriptions
lend credence to the palimpsest metaphor, and enable the periodization of successive landscapes
around patterns of land use and resource exploitation.
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Reassembled, the phrase “maritime cultural landscape” describes the locale of the repeated
activities of a coherent social group whose identity and means of existence are oriented towards
navigable water.3 That locale comprises the water itself and adjacent landforms, features of the
built environment, where artifacts associated with maritime activities are created, transported,
stored, used, lost, ritually deposited or discarded. It becomes a place through behaviors which fall
into four categories of processes that appear, in various guises, in the majority of anthropological
writings on landscape, maritime or otherwise. Three are essential in some form and degree to
quotidian life; the fourth makes possible the creation, maintenance, reproduction, transmission and
evolution of culture (in effect, the patterned repetition of the other three processes).
3. FORMATION OF THE LANDSCAPE: FOUR PROCESSES
In the literature of landscape anthropology and archaeology, a consensus exists regarding
individual and group processes that work in combination to render a portion of the environment a
socially constituted landscape. Three, at least, are well-grounded in anthropological and
archaeological thinking, both theoretical and methodological. The first is cognition or knowing;
the second is dwelling; the third, movement. To these I add a fourth, not absent, merely
unacknowledged: the process of representation, whereby that which has been cognized, dwelt in
and moved through, is rendered in symbolic form, and thus made accessible to the group—made
social. It is a culturally constituted social process intimately related to, yet an order of magnitude
higher than, the individual process of cognition. This is so because it refers to the collective
cognition that occurs within a socially embedded convention of symbolization and
communication. Like some cosmic “dark matter,” it is essential, omnipresent and yet largely
invisible in the anthological literature of landscapes. Balée and Erikson (2006:9) implicitly
aggregate the perceptions of individuals into the social group when they declare that
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“environmental knowledge is contingent on interactions people experience over time with their
landscape [and] ensues from the conjunction of time and complexity in what is essentially a
reciprocal dynamic between society and the environment.” Far from being linear or sequential, the
four processes operate simultaneously and recursively, forming the basis for a dialectic whereby
goal-directed behavior—the seeking and getting of the means of existence within the landscape—
is brought into conformity with social aims and norms.
Knowing
“I know the limits of my actual knowledge of the earth at any given time, but not the limits
of all possible geography.”(Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason 1933:606).
Having earlier described a landscape as perceived space, my four-part model for landscape
formation best begins with the individual sensory process of perception. Inputs from the senses
(sight, sound, smell, touch, taste) are linked through the higher process of cognition (literally,
thinking), to existing patterns of knowledge, and made useful, at least to that individual. Surveying
the theoretical approaches to this aspect of human existence, Ian Hodder declares that “there is an
overall acceptance of the general view that cognition is worked out in the practices of engaged
daily experience with things” (Hodder 2012:37). Hodder is here speaking of human/thing
entanglements in general, but here his point is germane to the cognition of one’s surroundings, i.e.,
the landscape. Not all perceptions are treated equally, however—by the perceivers themselves or
by those who study them. Features of the landscape commonly understood to impact on human
behavior (that is, possess agency) are privileged, and for purposes of analysis can be divided into
two categories: affordances and constraints. The former may also appear as “assets,” “capabilities”
or “resources,” while the latter is conceptually more multifarious, encompassing physical difficulty
or even impassability, risk, danger, or even social disapprobation (as in a locale which is sacred or
taboo).
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The term “affordances” was coined by James Gibson, who defined it as whatever the
environment “provides or furnishes, either for good or ill” (Gibson 1979:127; emphasis in
original), although subsequent users (including myself) have come to confine the meaning to
things that are necessary or useful. Complementing this notion of affordances is that of constraints:
factors in the environment that limit, modify, add risk to, or even prevent certain activities,
particularly behavior directed towards the exploitation of an affordance—in effect, taking on the
“ill” quality dropped from Gibson’s original definition. Affordances and constraints are firmly
embedded in the literature of landscape anthropology (Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017:6) and
archaeology (Hodder 2012:49) and will be used hereinafter to characterize features of the maritime
cultural landscape as they relate to specific societies and their ideologies. The variability from one
society to the next as to what is considered an affordance or resource, has long been noted as a
revealing indicator of values and social aims. Over a half-century ago, Alexander Spoehr could
observe that “anthropological literature abounds in examples of different peoples inhabiting the
same or very similar habitats but who have made use of very different sectors of the resources of
their habitat” (Spoehr 1956:94). These differences permit the retrospective categorization of
landscapes corresponding to the cultural attributes of their respective societies.
The interplay of affordances (particularly resources to be exploited) and constraints
(especially features either to be avoided, negotiated at risk, or eliminated as threats) literally shapes
the cognitive landscape. In speaking of the agency of the landscape, it is generally with reference
to those features and their properties having the power to affect the activities of individuals and
groups (Dolwick 2008:18). Knowledge of the nature and whereabouts of affordances and
constraints will figure very largely in the remainder of this work. Considered in terms of landscape
formation, the outcome of this process of knowing is a mental inventory of those things which
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somehow, whether through access or avoidance, affect the ability of individuals and their societies
to survive and persist in that place; that is, to dwell—the second formational process.
Dwelling
Gaining understanding of a place cannot come exclusively from ‘being there,’ but also
requires constructing a perspective analogous to those for whom the place had
significance (Snead 2009:44)
In the study of past maritime cultural landscapes, dwelling may be applied to habitations;
activity zones (fishing camps, shipyards, lighthouses, ritual sites); settlement patterns of groups
engaged in maritime activities; and transition zones between terrestrial and maritime movement
(harbors, landings, portages). Dwelling exists in tension with its complementary process, moving,
as variables one may assign to a population, positioning it along an axis whose poles, labeled
sedentism and nomadism, are never truly encountered in their absolute or pure form.
In his seminal 1993 essay, “The Temporality of the Landscape,” Tim Ingold stressed what
he termed a “dwelling perspective” on the landscape, “according to which the landscape is
constituted as an enduring record of—and testimony to—the lives and works of past generations
who have dwelt within it, and in so doing, have left there something of themselves” (Ingold
1993:153). While intended as a description of the perspective of anthropologists and archaeologists
viewing a landscape at some degree of temporal and cultural remove, this dwelling perspective is
actually far more cogent to the original dwellers, who looked to their own forebears for tangible
and practical outcomes of their successes and failures: lessons learned and transmitted; affordances
and constraints exploited and managed (Strang 2008:53).
This distances my understanding and usage of dwelling from that of phenomenology. The
Heideggerian notion of “being-in-the-world” as a process of objectification in the creation of place
(Tilley 1994:12) distances the subject from the essentially social context of the very activities that
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create the landscape. “My principal concern,” cautioned Fred Myers in discussing Australian
aboriginal placemaking, “is that the ‘dwelling approach,’ while potentially able to envisage the
significance of activity, tends to suggest that such experience is largely unmediated by social
processes” (Myers 2000:78). I shall follow suit and restrict my use of the term dwelling to a nonphenomenological understanding of the social processes of procurement of the means of material
existence and social reproduction within a landscape. That these two activities produce both
material culture and symbolic representations that are deposited into the archaeological and
historical records respectively, from which vantage points their nature and approximate meaning
may be triangulated, constitutes the great strength (and attraction) of historical archaeology.
For his part, Ingold coined the term taskscape to describe the resultant integration into the
cultural landscape of things-to-be-done and the places where they were best done. In doing so,
Ingold invoked the same restricted understanding of James Gibson’s concept of affordances
offered earlier, as those properties of any particular object that “commend” it to a user in the
performance of a task (Ingold 1993:158). As such, Ingold later observed, Gibson’s affordance-asresource is a substitution for Marx’s concept of instrumental or use-value (Ingold 2010:S123).
Applied to dwelling within landscapes, affordances can be construed as features which permit or
facilitate the means of everyday existence: sources of food and potable water, building materials,
and other necessities of life. Maritime cultural landscapes will include as affordances two means
of access to other affordances: navigable routes, and the wherewithal for building watercraft
(Westerdahl 1998). These will figure prominently in the discussion of the process of moving.
It has been noted in landscape studies that the dwelt-in landscape may be likened to
Bourdieu’s champs, or field—a “social and material cultural context” within which human agents
develop an adaptive mode of behavior or habitus (Strang 2008:52). The habitus, Bourdieu states,
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has “an endless capacity to engender products—thoughts, perceptions, expressions, actions—
whose limits are set by the historically and socially situated conditions of its production” (Bourdieu
1977:95; emphasis added). Those conditions and limits equate to the affordances and constraints
encountered in the landscape by the social agent (individual or collective) whose habitus-ascapacity is produced and conditioned by the field (Costa 2006). This material application of what
Bourdieu conceives as a fundamentally social relationship relates habitus to the landscape in all
its materiality. When the discussion turns to maritime practice in later chapters, the notion of the
materially-contingent, spatially-situated and culturally-derived habitus of a specific French
voyageur, British surveyor or American steamboat pilot carries considerable explanatory value.
This explicit inclusion of materiality is the key point of separation between Bourdieu and
Giddens, and one easily bridged, much as maritime archaeologist Anthony Firth looks to Giddens’
structuration to “bridge apparent divisions between theory and fieldwork.” Firth explains: “Such
an appreciation of setting, conceived of as 'locale'… is tremendously important to archaeology
because it identifies material culture as an active medium of social reproduction rather than as a
passive backdrop that merely reflects the processes going on up front. The focus on practice is
applicable equally to past and to present so the notion of locale pertains to ancient material and to
contemporary material alike” (Firth 1995:1,2; also Giddens 1979:206-207). As utilized by Tilley
or Firth, Giddens’ locales are “places created and known through common experiences, symbols,
and meanings” (Tilley 1994:18). Note that Tilly has neatly encapsulated knowing and dwelling (as
“experience”), and representation (as “symbols and meanings”). Johan Rönnby, too, adds the
process of dwelling to his list of three “maritime durées,” seeing long-term settlement as occurring
in places where the exploitation of resources requires seafaring as “maritime subsistence” (Rönnby
2007:72). Dwelling and moving—each makes the other possible.
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Moving
“One of the underlying themes of our story has been mobility—the ceaseless movement of
peoples” (Cunliffe 2008:475).
Landscapes may be created through knowing and dwelling, but they are transformed
through movement; purposeful, repeated and ever-widening movement. Central to the notion of
movement as a cultural process in landscape formation is the act of inscription. “A journey along
a path,” writes Christopher Tilley, “can be claimed to be a paradigmatic cultural act, since it is
following in the steps inscribed by others” (Tilley 1994:31). Certainly for terrestrial movement,
the repetitive practice of movement inscribed along specific lines aids a society in consistently
accessing affordances or avoiding dangers. It also aids archaeologists and other landscape scholars
in reconstructing past social practices. The matter becomes more problematic when considering
maritime movement, as water routes do not readily lend themselves to inscription. Evidence of
movement on the water becomes indirect. The entire anthropological toolkit is called upon:
archaeology of shoreline infrastructure (settlement patterns, landings, aids to navigation);
toponyms revealing repeated practices (“Anchor Bay,” so named for the practice of anchoring to
await a favoring wind) or even unique historical incidents (“Doty Highway,” a short channel,
apparently memorializes an occurrence in 1820, when its namesake took a wrong turn in his canoe,
and later wrote about it); ethnohistoric (oral histories of wayfinding); ethnobotanical
(anthropogenic clearings, forests and orchards along shorelines, propagated reed beds); and
archival (charts, diaries, pictures, reports and documents of all kinds).
Features of the cultural signature of a specific group dwelling and moving in their maritime
landscape will be their routes (where they go), means and mode of travel (how they go), and
purposes or intentions (why they go there). The last is invariably a reflection of the ideology of the
group, be it subsistence, trade, exploration or conquest. Regarding the first two, in further

16

developing the concept of the maritime cultural landscape, Westerdahl identified two key aspects,
those of transport zones and means of transport. Of the former, he wrote: “in a long perspective,
la longue durée of Fernand Braudel, it appears that heavy transport, on land as well as on water
primarily is concentrated in certain zones or corridors extended in a tangible direction. The traffic
goes in both directions within the zones” (Westerdahl 1998; italics in original). Changes in the
location and shape of these zones becomes a key indicator of landscape transformation.
James Snead notes that there are degrees of inscription: “as movement through the
landscape becomes more deeply inscribed, views and perspectives along the way become fixed, in
effect framing the experience of the traveler,” (Snead 2009:44). He distinguishes between trails
and roads in describing routes through a landscape, contrasting the degree of inscription and
formality, but contesting the notion that roads, being more deeply inscribed and formal, are thus
more meaningful objects of study. Rather, he asserts, “deliberate formalization of the process of
travel may take place for numerous interesting reasons that have little to do with movement itself,
and may reflect an effort to control or even subvert other ways of travel rather than evolving from
convenience or efficiency” (Snead 2009:43). Problematic as they may be, water routes that have
been inscribed indirectly may profitably be analyzed, and perhaps even characterized as having
the varying properties of expedient pathways, formal trails, or official roads—especially to persons
with differing purposes and means.
Westerdahl’s second aspect of the development of the maritime cultural landscape, means
of transport; that is, available nautical technology and associated maritime practice. Considerable
discussion will later be devoted to this critical theme, but it will suffice here to note that in the
Great Lakes at least, Snead’s “formalization of the process of travel,” as a form of inscription, has
indeed resulted in the development of aqueous analogs to official highways (shipping lanes,
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marked channels, navigational rules) and byways (inland trade routes of rivers networked by
portages). This formalization may indeed evolve from considerations other than “convenience or
efficiency,” notably risk avoidance (safety at sea, access to harbors of refuge), or territorial
boundaries. In regarding the means of transport chosen for a task, then, one must ultimately
consider the desired end. Purposes of movement within and through a maritime landscape are as
varied as the means, but may be broadly classed: economic (subsistence, trade); exploratory,
scientific, political, military, social, recreational, and religious or ritual. In presenting the several
landscapes of movement that have existed and co-existed in the Great Lakes over the past several
centuries, I adduce examples of these purposes, and relate the choice of transport zone or corridor
to the means of transport and the purpose of movement.
Although at first they seem worlds apart, the Great Lakes region shares many essential
properties, particularly its agency vis-à-vis navigation, with the Mediterranean. In explaining the
extensive shipping networks of that other inland sea, Barry Cunliffe described the motive force for
such movement: on the spatial relationship between constraints, resources (affordances) and
relations between groups: “The constraints of the natural environment have a significant part to
play in these interactions [between groups] since geography determines that natural resources are
not evenly distributed.” Cunliffe credits Braudel with identifying this unevenness, wherein he
“encapsulated the essence of the dynamic driving social networks” (Cunliffe 2008:26). In the Great
Lakes, the dynamic of this unevenness lay in the uneven distribution of commodities valued by
cultures over the longue durée from Hopewell to our own day, and ranging from chert and copper,
to beaver and pine, to taconite and gypsum, relative to their loci of demand, i.e., markets.
Mediterranean scholar Cyprian Broodbank, could be referencing the Great Lakes when
citing the “innumerable quotidian movements and small-scale interactions, as well as further-flung

18

enterprises” given such labels as “exploratory, extractive, reproductive, friend-making, mercantile,
piratical, military, migrational, diasporic, hunting, pastoral and agricultural [that] are in a sense
merely the superstructure above the common necessity of mobility for survival and prosperity in
a Mediterranean theatre full of challenges and sudden openings.” Vital to this world, he argues,
“and striking a chord in our own globalizing age, is the idea of the network.” Networks, while apt
to remain stable for some time, “tend toward change, extending, contracting, shifting and buckling
in an endless quest for the best fit with evolving circumstances,” often created by “intrusions of
exotic things, people and ideas, especially from over the sea” (Broodbank 2013:20). Commonly
termed disruptions, these intrusions are most profound when they not only travel along a network
of physical and ideological movement, but in doing so transform the network itself.
In relating his study of the ancient Mediterranean to Horden & Purcell’s The Corrupting
Sea (2000), Broodbank summarizes their “triad of fundamentals:” first, the fragmentation of “landand seascapes into micro-regions that are constantly reworked and reconfigured by human
agency;” second, the ubiquity of uncertainty, risk, and opportunity that “takes many forms,
including…the direction and force of the wind on a given day;” and finally, “a propensity to
connectivity that enables people to link the fragments” of their world (Broodbank 2013:19, 595;
emphasis added). This triad may be usefully applied, at a reduced geographic scale yet essentially
unmodified, to the study at hand, in explicating the structure and dynamic processes of a landscape
that, while unique in its historical particulars, nevertheless conforms to an observed pattern.
Ecologically and culturally, the delta of the St. Clair River is in effect a “micro-region,”
the human reworking of which forms a substantial focus of the present work (Figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2. The primary study area: Lake St. Clair, the lower St. Clair River, and the St.
Clair Flats. (NOAA Chart No. 14850).
Likewise, the interplay of “risk, and opportunity” (aspects of the perceived/cognized constraints
and affordances of the landscape, respectively) create the dialectic that motivates mariners to
evolve both their practices and their technologies, producing evidence of their failures in the
archaeological record. “Connectivity” manifests in the maritime cultural landscape as linear zones
of transport (Westerdahl 1998), or shipping routes, determined and reproduced through practice.
Citing John H. Pryor’s Geography, Technology, and War: Studies in the Maritime History of the
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Mediterranean (1988:xvi), Horden and Purcell note that mariners were “substantially determined
in their habitual courses by a combination of technology, climate and current: ‘to a large degree
man had to make his crossings of the sea in harmony with the forces of nature rather than in spite
of them or against them’” (Horden and Purcell 2000:137). Until sail was eclipsed by steam, this
held true in both the inland seas of Europe and North America, and nowhere more so than in the
confines of the St. Clair delta. The Romans in their rowed galleys, the Ojibwe with canoes and
paddles, held more agency in their muscles than the crew of a becalmed dhow or a schooner
anchored against a northerly breeze—each held captive in the deltas of the Nile and the St. Clair,
respectively. This relationship of tension and mediation between the landscape, maritime practice
and nautical technology furnishes the basis for the central portion of the work at hand. By giving
an anchorage a name, by charting a safe passage or hidden reef, by keeping a journal or ship’s log,
the mariners and travelers of the past created the landscape their societies sent them to find, learn,
and master.
Representing
“Through the impact of memories…mankind attaches a meaning to its surroundings. The
cultural landscape is being created. And it is being inherited to the following
generations, who fill it with its own meaning and values. The layers of landscapes from
different eras grow on one another” (Ilves 2006: 90).
Present but largely unacknowledged in discussions of the three foregoing critical processes
inherent in landscape formation is one that underlies its essential nature as a social and cultural
phenomenon, one that enables the transmission of the ways of knowing, dwelling and moving that
a society continually develops, reproduces, and adapts. Perhaps it is simply a matter of taking the
obvious for granted; that is, the familiar and persistent modes in which these other processes are
represented and made to signify, whether through oral and written narratives, or pictorial
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representations (notably maps and charts). Without a system of representing the landscape to its
own members, the landscape cannot be said to be truly cultural, in the essential sense of its
distinctly social attributes being transmitted within and among societies over time and space.
By the same token, in studying past maritime cultural landscapes, what are most helpful
are those representations which describe those features which an earlier population found needful
to access affordances, manage risk, and operate within constraints—all while utilizing the water.
These include first, accurate knowledge of the nature and location of those affordances, risks, and
constraints; second, functional representations of places of dwelling along maritime transport
corridors—camps, landings, harbors, bays, rivers and inlets, refuges from weather or enemies. A
third source of value where multiple representations are available, is the capacity of the assemblage
to convey the evolving body of knowledge of ways of moving, and changing attitudes towards
landscape feature as affordances or constraints.
Not all anthropologists agree on the value of such representations, particularly those that
are of a Heideggerian or phenomenological bent, to whom these are abstractions and of
questionable value. In arguing for the primacy of materiality in landscape anthropology, Tilley and
Cameron-Daum complain that “the research is thoroughly mediated by discourses and
representations. Examples include writings, maps, photographs, paintings, drawings, an entire
apparatus by which we vicariously inform ourselves about something out there and distant from
our desks.” Instead, they propose that in their anthropological landscape study of the Cornish coast,
“representations of landscape, textual or pictorial, are of secondary significance and we should
treat them as such; they are selective and partial, and often highly ideological, ways of seeing and
knowing” (Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017:4; emphasis added). Substitute the word “time” for
“desks” (that is, temporality for spatiality) in the foregoing passage, however, and you now have
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the perspective of the landscape archaeologist. Representations, even those that are selective or
fragmentary, are of primary importance, not least so precisely because they are ideological—that
is, they provide an insight into the values of their creators and users.
The perspective of the ethnographer is complementary, according to Keith Basso. Citing
Marshal Sahlins, Basso argues that “the ethnographer comes to appreciate that the features of the
local landscape, no less than utterances exchanged in forms of daily discourse, acquire value and
significance by virtue of the ideational systems with which they are apprehended and construed.
Symbolically constituted, socially transmitted, and individually applied, such systems operate to
place flexible constraints on how the physical environment can (and should) be known” (Basso
1988:100; emphasis added). Seen in this light, representations share primary significance with the
thing represented. Similarly to and in conjunction with material culture, they reveal the
positionality, selectivity, the ideological biases (Basso and Sahlins’ “constraints”) in seeing and
knowing, of their creators. Basso cautioned that the neglected process of place-naming could be
“a universal means—and, it could well turn out, a universally primary means—for appropriating
physical environments” (Basso 1988:102). The choice of what to name, and the name chosen,
become valuable indicators of the features of the landscape deemed worthy of such appropriation.
The exclusion of any line of evidence removes a dimension from a reconstructed view of
the past. “Gaining understanding of a place cannot come exclusively from ‘being there,’” as Snead
admonishes, “but also requires constructing a perspective analogous to those for whom the place
had significance” (Snead 2009:44; emphasis added). This “analogous perspective,” is essentially
the perception of context—social, technological and environmental—any past conditions which
shed light on the values, ends, ways and means of a vanished population, which can help determine
what they viewed as affordances and constraints in creating and engaging with their landscape.
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Expressed in terms of practice theory, this context is the champs, or field. Interpreting
Bourdieu, Ricardo Costa summarizes: “The field  produces habitus  that produces
representations of the field” (Costa 2006:879; emphasis added). The experience of the landscape,
in combination with other sociocultural fields, conditions the habitus of the individual perceiver,
narrator, cartographer or artist, who then produces representations (place-names, narrative texts,
maps, hydrographic charts, paintings, photographs) of that landscape that stand for (symbolize)
that experience. The explicit inclusion of this fourth process of landscape formation is needed
because representations as a class of data for latter-day study are omnipresent in the formulations
of authors already cited: Rönnby, Tilley, and Ingold, among others. The formulation of “text-aided
archaeology” by Barbara Little explicitly sought to “turn around the primacy of text and also to
see material culture as a principal informant (Little 1992:217). Presented as “documentary
archaeology” by Laurie Wilkie, this reordering of priorities has had the salutary effect not only of
countering the “handmaiden to history” cliché (Noël Hume 1964), but launching a
counteroffensive of sorts. The value of documents (texts and images) lies in their ability to aid in
“understanding times and places” and “situating things” (Wilkie 2006:18), negating their privilege
and placing them in the service of the archaeology of landscapes and artifacts. Echoing Wilkie’s
observation of the materiality of text, Yvonne Brink (2015:98) asks, “Are these written documents
not artifacts in themselves, and therefore worthy of as much analytical attention as potsherds and
other remains?” This remarkable volte-face in turn begs a more interesting question—what was
the agency of these acknowledged artifacts in the context of their original creation and use?
Absent from this literature, then, is not the appreciation of the abundant data furnished to
the historical archaeologist by past acts of representation qua documents, whether text, image, or
spoken word. Rather it is first, the acknowledgment that the initial act of symbolized representation
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in turn makes possible the multiple acts of transmission that facilitate repeated patterns of behavior
that create the landscape. Second, it is the attribution of agency to those representations during
their original use-life. My intent here is to raise representation up from its status as mere evidence
of the other three landscape formation processes, to a recognition of its role as a crucial process in
its own right—shedding light on the aforementioned “dark matter” that binds together a given
landscape with its social constituency. Upcoming discussions feature cases where a narrative
account or map representing the Great Lakes region (some intentionally vague or inaccurate)
impacted social decisions made far from the place represented, particularly where natural
resources, indigenous trading partners, political allies and enemies, or trade routes were concerned.
In determining when and how a symbolized representation possesses agency within the
social context in which it was created and used, it becomes necessary to interrogate, albeit
indirectly through their creations, the creators of texts, maps, paintings, names—in effect, all forms
of symbolized representation—as agents operating in an historical and cultural context. Seen thus,
representations have long served as data sources, data which are historically and culturally situated,
and must be contextualized by constructing a perspective analogous to that of their creators, as
Snead (2009) suggests. Once created, however, the representations themselves are also agents,
often powerful ones. An early map of North America, for a hypothetical example, showing a route
to the Orient where earlier maps showed only terra incognita—such a representation, regardless
of its accuracy, would be a powerful motivating agent, mobilizing resources of manpower and
treasure by the nascent European colonial empires. Nearly half a millennium later, it (together with
accounts of exploratory voyages) still powerfully serves to inform us what was on their minds.
This sense of representations working together (whether as agents or evidence), in tension
with each other and with other formational processes, is critical to our understanding of landscape.
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The privileging of this or that mode of representation over the others creates gaps in our ability to
know and understand. The “textuality of landscape” approach, by forcing materiality to conform
to the semiotic rules and norms of text, both diminished and misread the archaeological record
(Preucel and Bauer 2001; Johnson 2012:270). It certainly did not create a perspective analogous
to that of its creators.
In essence, Snead’s perspective of “those for whom the place had significance” is that of
Meinig’s “beholding eye” at the social scale, where the landscape is inevitably viewed through the
lens(es) of shared ideology. Constructing or recovering Snead’s “analogous perspective” that is,
context, requires us to seek out representations of ideology in myriad places, using appropriate
theory and method in each. Recovering context, in the case of a literate society in historic times,
includes inspecting what they said, wrote and drew—and framing that against what they built,
traded, worshipped, broke, lost, buried and discarded—allowing textuality and materiality to
critique each other. Snead’s “analogous” is more problematic, as it implies not only access to
knowledge acquired through representations, but thereby to the ideologies (Basso and Sahlin’s
“ideational systems;” mentalités in Annales parlance) of their creators, users and transmitters.4
4. THE STUDY AREA AND PERIOD
The distinctive nature of my chosen study area permits meaningful focus on two critical
aspects of the maritime cultural landscape: first, material culture that has been adapted to
movement within and beyond the quotidian taskscape of the St. Clair River delta (watercraft and
their contents, maritime infrastructure); second, associated nautical practices (movement by
seafaring, wayfinding, record-keeping). Together, maritime material culture and nautical practices
mediate between the needs of the society occupying the landscape, and the environmental aspects
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of that landscape, with its affordances and constraints, risks and rewards. Sufficient temporal scope
is required to observe adaptive change within each of a succession of occupying social groups.
Both spatially and temporally, multi-scalar frames of reference are practically
indispensable. Beginning with the spatial frames, the areas of interest will be situated within the
Great Lakes region of North America, a geographical entity that is as much social as physical. As
expressed by Marquardt and Crumley, within a given culture “a recognizable region emerges when
there is consensus both about what characteristics are important, and about their concomitant
spatial representations” (Marquardt and Crumley 1987:12). To the European cultures that
encountered the Great Lakes, their two most important characteristics were intimately linked: their
abundant natural resources; and the ease of movement by water. The latter corresponds to
Broodbank’s connectivity and Westerdahl’s transport corridor—the affordance of a waterborne
route from the Atlantic seaboard deep into the northwestern interior of the North American
continent and, by portaging, the Ohio and Mississippi drainages, the Great Plains and the Gulf of
Mexico, facilitating exploitation and exchange of all types. That regional geophysical property
assumed enormous social, cultural and economic significance very early in the peopling of North
America, and has remained so for millennia.
Between Lake Huron and Lake Erie lies a strait, punctuated at its center by Lake St. Clair.
Its properties are sufficiently distinct from the open waters it connects, that a localized array of
affordances and constraints is encountered along its length, leading to an adaptive suite of maritime
practices and associated material culture. The principal focus will be on its upper segment,
comprising the St. Clair hydrologic system, extending from the foot of Lake Huron, through the
St. Clair River and its delta, through Lake St. Clair to the head of the Detroit River. This segment
has several qualities to recommend it for study; first, while it has been extensively transformed,
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this phenomenon has been largely connected with its maritime function as a waterborne
transportation corridor, in contrast to the large-scale industrialization and urbanization of the
Detroit-Windsor area immediately downstream. Second, while transformed, it preserves evidence
of successive occupations extending from pre-European contact, in multiple forms: settlement
patterns; the built environment; artifacts in the archaeological record; representations of all kinds;
and perhaps most remarkably, descendant communities preserving and performing identities from
indigenous to post-colonial. Finally, it offers perceptible evidence of the affordances and
constraints that were cognized and interacted with by each of these communities.
Affordances for the settlement and subsistence patterns of all occupying groups are or were
accessible along the corridor: stands of birch at its upper end; massive pine and hardwood forests;
fertile alluvial plains; and a veritable pantry in the marshy delta. Thus, the entire St. Clair system
comprises a definable landscape-as-taskscape, furnishing the means of quotidian existence, as well
as commodities for exchange along the regional maritime and terrestrial networks. Constraints,
however, are mostly concentrated in one particular locale—the delta, or St. Clair Flats, where
confined sea-room, shallows, wind and currents rendered movement by water problematic. It is
here that the greatest degree of transformation may be observed: first, of maritime practice; coevolving with nautical technology; and ultimately, the extensive transformation of the environment
itself, from the built environment of maritime infrastructure, to the large-scale shaping of
landforms and water bodies themselves.
Like a set of Russian matryoshka dolls, then, the spatial frames of reference are physically
and conceptually nested, one within the other. Turning to the temporal frame of the study, I begin
with the earliest indigenous landscape that can be described using the same tools of historical
archaeology used for the rest of the work. That equates to the beginning of the Iroquois Wars circa
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1641, an event so disruptive that it depopulated the study area for decades, effectively marking a
transformation in itself, one which was documented following the arrival of French missionaries
(Pilling 1968; Tanner 1987). By the mid-twentieth century, the maritime cultural landscape of the
study area had achieved its present-day configuration in terms of the commercial waterborne
transport zone with the opening of the St. Clair Cutoff in 1962. The duration under study, then,
comprises over three centuries. Having set the spatial scope and the temporal range of my research,
I have formulated several questions that the study of this specific maritime landscape can address.
5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The study area and period have much to recommend them. As with the other Great Lakes
choke points, important social and technological developments have occurred there, and left
evidence within a bounded space. My questions revolve around issues of interpretability: of
patterning in the evidence, and of relatedness within larger contexts—regional, national,
continental, global.
Reduced to their essentials, the theoretical and practical questions driving my research on
the St. Clair maritime landscape are four. Each triggers or is triggered by another; each examines
both the broad theoretical and historic context in which the St. Clair maritime landscape is situated,
and the unique and particular aspects of that landscape. In doing so, the discussion shifts as needed
to the appropriate academic discipline and its theoretical and methodological toolkit, driven by the
nature and availability of the data.
•

First, in what manner have the four processes of maritime cultural landscape formation
(knowing, dwelling, moving, representing) operated in the study area in each of several
successive cultural occupations, and with what evidence? This inquiry enlists the
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anthropological fields of ethnohistory and linguistics in broad theoretical terms instantiated
in specific cases, and forms the matter of Chapters 3 through 6.
•

Second, what unique historical disruptive events, trends or movements have precipitated
transformative cultural change in the study area, and what are the characteristics
(ideological, economic, technological) of each successive transformation? Addressed
centrally in Chapters 6 and 7, focusing on maritime practice and nautical technology, this
question requires the use of both ethnohistory and conventional historiography, as the local
and particular is situated within larger temporal, spatial, and ideological frameworks.

•

Third, have transformations, disruptions or innovations originating or occurring within the
study area produced changes in larger spatial, temporal or social contexts? This continues
the thrust of the preceding question, by turning to the material culture produced in a
disruptive and transformative context. Much of the archaeological evidence is in
documentary form; archives revealing patterned behavior in shipbuilding and the physical
modification of the maritime environment itself comprise the matter of Chapters 8 and 9,
respectively. The social impact on the regional population in this period of urbanization
and industrialization is the subject of Chapter 10. The numerous shipwrecks that occurred
in the area have left a substantial archaeological record, which is only beginning to be
appreciated. The linking of documentary records with known wreck sites, and their
quantitative and qualitative analysis, is the subject of Chapter 11.

•

Fourth and finally, how can this study of the St. Clair system enhance our understanding
and management of other maritime cultural landscapes? My concluding Chapter 12 relates
the study with extant practices and the much-needed extension of the study of maritime
cultural landscapes, descendant maritime communities and their heritage, fragile and non-

30

renewable submerged cultural resources, and the environmental impacts of globalized
industrialization.
6. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES
The process of seeking meaning inherently involves positionality and ideology on the part
of the seeker; hence Matthew Johnson’s seemingly tautological dictum: “interpretation is always
hermeneutic,” in the sense of being perspectival (Johnson 2010:102). The inclusion of multiple
forms of evidence, therefore, implies a corresponding multiplicity of expertise, ideologies, and
thereby meanings, both emic and etic. The creation of hermeneutic circles of discourse (Hodder
1991) through the conscientious and reflexive application of diverse evidence, perspectives and
methods, provides the conditions that reveal meanings and produce understandings that can be
articulated and shared. The traditional compartmentalization of academic studies in modern
Western society creates a situation in which several disciplines must collaborate to locate,
examine, evaluate and synthesize such diverse evidence. Moreover, both their competing and
shared perspectives must be placed in parallax with alternate, non-Western or non-androcentric
ways of being and seeing. This is particularly true when indigenous societies, past and present, are
both the creators and the subjects of knowledge production, much of it in the form of material
culture and the ethnohistoric and archaeological examination of its creation and use.
In advocating for a semiotic approach to the interpretation of material culture, Preucel and
Bauer (2001:94) call for “multiple independent lines of evidence” linking theory with data, noting
that “material culture is tightly interwoven with language, and shares many of its semiotic
properties.” Specifically referencing maritime studies, Firth notes that Westerdahl “has
demonstrated the scope for using the concept of maritime cultural landscapes to assimilate
information from archaeological investigations with historical, toponymic, iconographic, and
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cartographic material” (Firth 1995:4-5). To which it may be added that the semiotic properties of
representations of all kinds associated with maritime culture are particularly resonant within a
seafaring society, speaking not only of quotidian subsistence, but existential issues of danger,
struggle, courage, glory, separation and loss. Any discipline able to shed light on these
manifestations of human existence, from literary criticism and art history to engineering and
botany, finds a place within the hermeneutic circle of discourse.
One effect produced by gathering all these viewpoints is what Rosemary Joyce terms
polyphony: “archaeologists narrate from multiple positions, both those of the contemporary
speaker—the writer—and those of past speakers, the subjects about whom they write” (Joyce
2006:55). In using both primary and secondary literatures, a modicum of original language, chiefly
French and indigenous languages (Huron/Wendat and Anishinaabmowin) have been allowed to
remain here as an orientation, even a sort of flavoring. Moreover, the effect of training disparate
disciplines and analytical tools upon a diverse body of evidence produces multiple narrative voices
in this author, as the close reading of an historical account proceeds from a different place than the
quantitative analysis of an assemblage of material culture. The intent is for the richness of the
subject to emerge in its multidimensional complexity via the conduit of exposition.
The issue of disciplinary bias and perspective forms the crux of calls for integrative
approaches to complex ethnohistoric and archaeological problems. Shared biases remain, however.
Unlike the tension between the primacy of text versus materiality, issues of Euro- and
androcentrism are pervasive, both in source material and the demographics of the professions
studying maritime cultures. Many (fortunately not all) of the primary sources presented here
depicting the indigenous landscape are drawn from Western informants, with positionalities that
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must be detected and understood both within the context of their creation and the best of our
present sensibilities.
The problem of bias is also exacerbated in maritime studies first, by virtue of seafaring
being traditionally considered a male preserve (Flatman 2003:145-146); and second, by a
preponderance of male scholars in the field of maritime archaeology (Ransley 2005:621). The
nature of Great Lakes commercial navigation beginning in the early nineteenth century ameliorates
the former condition somewhat. The tendency for the schooner trade to operate as a family business
led to the presence of a woman (often the captain or mate’s wife) on board as cook, while passenger
steamers added women as ladies’ maids or stewardesses (Folkes 1998). On shore, shorter routes
and frequent stops created maritime communities where the wives of absent sailors exerted
considerable social and economic influence, often greater than that of their seafaring sisters
(Flatman 2003:145; Springer 1996). The paucity of documentary evidence or gendered material
culture in archaeological contexts makes difficult the archaeological study of gender and the
reconstruction of maritime social relations (Gibbs 1987:89). As summed up by Jesse Ransley
(2005:622), “if ‘queering’ is questioning the dominant narrative, then the narrative of maritime
archaeology, drawing on Western, modern construction of gender, as well as the gendering of
maritime activity as male, is ripe for queering.” Despite the current imbalance of alternative
narratives and materialities, it must be remembered that the anthropologically and archaeologically
(re)constructed maritime cultural landscape of the Great Lakes is a continually emergent social
construct, where indigenous and gendered voices are adding needed dimensionality.
In societal terms, there are at least five overlapping Great Lakes maritime landscapes,
centered on historical periods of dominance in which they were first created—indigenous, colonial
French, colonial British, post-colonial American/Canadian, and globalized modern. Once created,
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each has remained accessible to its occupants and their descendant communities, contingent on
their ideological gaze and agency. Adaptations, borrowings and other blurring of cultural lines
have inevitably occurred as these societies came in contact. The challenge is to trace these lines to
their diverse sources, with the objective of understanding that gaze. The approach taken here is to
tease them apart first along functional lines, which are examined in turn using the appropriate
disciplinary tools. Cross-cultural thematic comparisons of the four functional processes of
cognition (knowing), settlement (dwelling), transport (moving), and cultural transmission
(representation) are expected to shed light on the similarities and differences of each of the
societies that brought their own sensibilities, values and aims to the Great Lakes and St. Clair
region, and in turn interacted with the ecological and social milieu in which they found themselves.
The thematic and temporal scope of the investigation in turn poses methodological
questions. First, what comprehensive intellectual framework best serves to structure a
theoretically-informed investigation that considers pre-contact indigenous, European colonial, and
modern cultures, encompassing shifts in subsistence, land use and transport patterns by each
dominant society, from hunter-gatherer and horticulturalist lifeways through to globalized
industrialization, by way of fur trappers and lumber barons? This in turn begs the question, what
forms of evidence can, individually and collectively, give substance to such a wide-ranging
investigation? Managing these multiple and diverse facets requires a comprehensive research
program that is compatible with the differing perspectives, ideologies, economies and technologies
of various societies, the diverse forms of evidence they offer in the present day, and the diverse
intellectual disciplines that claim them. Framing my research problem in this way, faced with so
many options was, appropriately enough, analogous to the experience of the early French
explorers. On reaching the mouth of the St. Clair River, La Salle’s party aboard the Griffon
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encountered its multiple channels, and “were obliged to sound them all” (Hennepin 1966:93).
Faced like La Salle with multiple options, I too needed channels offering sufficient depth.
The antecedents of the role of the environment in anthropological thought have come early
and often from the literature of geography (Bryan 1933; Sauer 1956; Glacken 1956; Meinig 1979;
Doolittle 1982). On the side of anthropology, the seminal figure of Julian Steward in defining
cultural ecology (Steward 1963) led to the “human ecology” of Karl W. Butzer, who adopted a
systems approach to settlement analysis (Butzer 1982). In both cases, a form of environmental
determinism precluded the consideration of individual human agents or the uniqueness of
historical contingency.
Writing in 1983, William Cronon laid the ideological groundwork for the study of a nondeterministic yet coherent interrelationship between humans and their surroundings, structured
around the use of the dialectic, “assuming a dynamic and changing relationship between
environment and culture” where the former “may initially shape the range of choices available to
a people at a given moment, but then culture reshapes environment in responding to those choices”
(Cronon 1983:13).

This marked a significant move within anthropology in the direction of

acknowledging the mutual agency of humans and their environment. Reading Cronon’s “dynamic
and changing relationship” as “disruptions,” the phenomenon of transformation through a dialectic
between both nature and culture, without privileging or disregarding either, is effectively outlined.
By the mid-1990s, the need to consider the environment in anthropological thought was
widely acknowledged, given the discipline’s history of offering an integrative and comparative
focus on the dynamics of change, particularly in “unraveling complex chains of mutual causation
in human-environment relations” (Crumley 1994:2). This inclusivity led to a proliferation of
names for the sub-discipline. “Ecological anthropology,” as defined by Saltzman and Attwood
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(1996:169), “focuses upon the complex relations between people and their environments”
including their “reciprocal impacts,” a phrase reminiscent of Cronon’s invocation of the dialectic
a decade earlier. In a brief overview at the decade’s end, Aletta Biersack surveyed several
emerging “new ecologies” with their “complex, hybrid genealogies,” spotlighting three—
symbolic ecology, political ecology, and historical ecology—as allying themselves with extant
analytic traditions: symbolic anthropology, political economy, and historical anthropology,
respectively (Biersack 1999:8). In seeking the best fit with landscape anthropology and with my
research questions, I conclude that of these three, the last, historical ecology, offers the greatest
versatility in permitting the integration of human and environmental factors, without privileging
either, thus avoiding particularism on the one hand and determinism on the other. Crumley’s
inclusive approach to evidence likewise proves a good fit: “regionally documented ethnography,
archaeology, and documentary evidence,” [through which] researchers are able to read the results
of human activities and choices and encompass the entire system, including both human and
nonhuman components” (Crumley 1994:5). This formulation not only outlines complementary
form of evidence, but acknowledges nonhuman agents within the landscape-as-system.
Historical Ecology as a Theoretical Framework
From its earliest articulation, historical ecology has been presented as inherently pragmatic,
diachronic, and multidisciplinary, seeking to render complex change over time intelligible. In
reaction to deterministic schemes, Crumley and Marquardt (1990:78) argued that “ecological,
economic, social and historical factors must be integrated if the dynamism of culture is to be
understood.” Articulated by William Balée (1998:14), the historical ecologist’s landscape is a total
phenomenon; that is, “human communities and cultures together with the landscapes and regions
with which they react over time.” Balée (2006) later elaborated on historical ecology as a “research
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program concerned with the interactions through time between societies and environments and the
consequences of these interactions for understanding the formation of contemporary and past
cultures and landscapes.” The postulates of the research program include the assumption that
humans do indeed impact their environment, but that “societies defined by various socioeconomic,
political and cultural criteria impact landscapes in dissimilar ways.” While not atheoretical,
historical ecology avoids the determinism seen in “earlier regnant concepts in cultural ecology,
cultural evolutionism, cultural materialism and ecological systems theory” (Balée 2006:76). Such
rejections permit the operation of local, particular and unique events within the landscape.
The agency of multiple entities is essential to a central theoretical feature of historical
ecology—the dialectic. Aletta Biersack contrasts historical ecology with cultural ecology, noting
that the former “replaces environmental determinism, first, with a notion of space itself as
contingent, and second, with a dialectical understanding of the relationship between human
populations and the environment…for, in the course of reshaping nature, society gradually
reshapes itself ” (Biersack 1999:9; emphasis added). The attribution of agency to both nature and
culture is indispensable to the operation of the dialectic in their relationship, thereby providing an
ontological mechanism for transformation of the cultural landscape, social practice, and material
culture through disruption and adaptive change over time. Being grounded in social relations with
both the landscape and material culture, historical ecology “draws on dialectical materialism, even
as it goes far beyond that earlier viewpoint by actually investigating human/biosphere
interrelationships empirically. It also shows how dialectical those interrelationships really are”
(Balée 1998:21). At that point, such analytical methodologies as practice theory (Bourdieu 1977),
Actor Network Theory (Tuddenham 2010, 2012; Dolwick 2008, 2009) or entanglement (Hodder
2012) are accessible as needed to explicate human-thing relations. In the study area, the relations
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between an overloaded schooner, a sandbar, and a tugboat form a trajectory that is repeated ad
infinitum, only to be radically altered by the arrival of a hydrographic survey crew and a steampowered dredge. The dialectic and its derivative methodologies offer a means of detecting agency
and patterned behavior in practice.
Historical Ecology as a Methodological Approach
The appropriateness of differing methodological approaches to the four processes of
landscape formation suggests multiple thematic treatments of the overall study period. For
example, the cognitive process of a past societal group must be retrospectively observed largely in
terms of surviving symbolized evidence (texts and other representations) of its ideological
relationships with affordances and constraints. By contrast, the analysis of the processes of
dwelling and maritime movement adds elements of materiality (settlements, watercraft,
infrastructure, the land- and seascape), which likewise embody ideologies and relationships. The
dialectics of landscape formation incorporate new participants of water and wind, sand and clay,
wood and iron, each with agency and a physical presence, and collectively knowable through the
ethnohistoric, documentary and archaeological records.
Thematic approaches to the study of regions (Marquardt and Crumley 1987) and nautical
archaeology (Lenihan 1983; Murphy 1983; Richards 2006), demonstrate the workability of such
an approach. Accordingly, the primary structure of the present analysis will treat each of the four
formative processes as themes: first by defining each; subsequently, by identifying their operation
in each of a succession of maritime landscapes that formed in the study area of the St. Clair microregion, spatially poised between the features that create its distinctive pattern, and the Great Lakes
context that gives it its identity. Such spatial scalability, typified by the pioneering regional-scale
work of Marquardt and Crumley (1987) and Knapp and Ashmore (1999), offers a Goldilocks-style
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median between the too-big Wallersteinian scope of political economy, and the too-small focus of
particularistic site analyses. The second, temporal dimension of organization is best served by the
analytical framework of the Annales School (principally Fernand Braudel and Lucien Febvre), a
favored tool of archaeologists and historical ecologists, by means of which successive social
groups and their landscapes may be traced and interpreted.
The Annales Approach: Multiple Temporal Frames of Reference
The adaptability of the Annales approach is well expressed by archaeologist Christopher
Peebles, who finds it to be “characterized by an absence of dogmatism, a certain non-pathological
eclecticism, a general commitment to research directed towards the solution of explicit problems,
and longstanding efforts to include the methods and products of the social sciences, especially
anthropology and economics, as part of historical methods;” an approach, moreover, that lends
itself to hermeneutics (Peebles 1991:111; also Knapp 1992:3). As a theoretical approach to the
structure of time with methodological ramifications for research design (or perhaps the reverse),5
it has been advocated by numerous archaeologists and ethnohistorians, notably in volumes edited
by John Bintliff (1991) and A. Bernard Knapp (1992) and employed to good effect in maritime
archaeology by Johan Rönnby (2007) and Mark Staniforth (1997).
Rönnby briefly synopsizes Fernand Braudel’s three scales of history, whereby the
Annaliste “rationalizes the temporal complexities of history into three levels: les événements,
which is the short political and military history of events; les conjonctures, the interrelated medium
duration cycles (moyen durée) of groups, institutions, economy and social structures; and last, les
longues durées, which is the history of the almost unchanging structures in mentality, technologies
and landscape” (Rönnby 2007:67). The danger in doing so, however, is not unlike that of enlisting
text in aid of archaeology. Privileging the longue durée, cautions historical archaeologist Gavin
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Lucas, “tends to encourage a top-down model of history, with long-term structures forming the
framework within which to situate smaller-scale changes” thus producing “’totalising’ histories”
which result not only in a privileging of European perspectives, but also in the attendant flattening
out of local diversity and particular histories” (Lucas 2006:38-39). Advocating for the unique and
particular, historical ecologist Tristram Kidder observes, “historical processes are exquisitely
sensitive to their initial conditions” (Kidder 1998:162). Little and Shackel (1989:496) stress the
mediating effect of “social time”—their term for the life-span of social institutions—between the
longue durée and the event. As used in this study, the middle-range periodization of the
conjoncture and the particularistic event (événement) become the frames of reference of choice for
perceiving the processes of landscape transformation.
In the longue durée of three centuries in the upper Great Lakes region, distinct periods (the
term I will generally use for conjonctures) are established around the ascendancy and dominance
of successive social groups. The clearest periods in the historical maritime landscape are first, that
marked by the dominance of indigenous groups at the time of European contact; the French
colonial period (mid-17th century to 1760); the British colonial period (1760-1815); a postcolonial period ending with the American Civil War; and the modern period beginning in 1865
that sees the emergence of the American and Canadian nation-states alongside globalizing
industrial capitalism. These five periods comprise the mid-range structuring units of the thematic
discussion of the processes of landscape formation. Table 1.1 summarizes their key features.
There is certainly no lack of événements, regarded by third-generation Annaliste Le Roy
Ladurie as “intersections that break patterns, and as such are critical to understanding and
explaining change” (Knapp 1992:6). The impacts of the Iroquois Wars, the settlement at Detroit,
the displacement of the French colonial regime by the British, the opening of the Erie Canal, the
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Period
Indigenous
French
British
Post-colonial

Duration
pre-1640
1640-1760
1760-1815
1815-1865

Characteristics
Mixed: horticulture, hunting, fishing
Fur trade, ribbon farms along shore
Proto-urban, proto-industrial
Ethnic displacement, timber, shipping

Terminus
Iroquois Wars (1640s)
French & Indian War
War of 1812
American Civil War,
Canadian nationhood
Modern
post-1865 Industrial/urban environment, global -shipping, political borders, trade policies
Table 1.1. Periodization within the Great Lakes region, pre-European contact to present
advent of steam power, the American Civil War—these and other unique particulars of history are
evidenced as watershed moments in the successively transformed maritime cultural landscape of
the St. Clair study area. Whether seen as such in the eyes of contemporary observers or only in
hindsight, événements serve as chronological and ideological mileposts, and reminders that history
is unique and contingent. Hereafter, I will tend to use the word events in preference to événements.
When appropriate, I will characterize them: disruptions, innovations, transitions and the like.
The notion of mentalité, contributed by Braudel’s Annaliste colleague Lucien Febvre,
comprises “ideologies, collective systems of belief, world views, which both reflect and can
transform human life,” particularly as characteristics of a cohesive society (Bintliff 1991:10). This
is particularly useful in colonial and frontier contexts, as one culture encounters another. Even at
the level of the specific landscape and the unique agents within it, mentalités derive from, and
serve as indicators of, the larger social group. The founding of Detroit, for example, can easily be
attributed to Cadillac’s personal ambitions as a veritable bourgeois gentilhomme, yet his move
from Michilimackinac articulates with longer-term and larger-scale social trends of both the
French and the Anishinaabeg: the southward expansion of French trade routes, and the reclaiming
by his indigenous co-founders and trading partners of an ancestral landscape which they had
recently evacuated in wartime. In most cases, I will simply use the term ideology to denote such
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“collective systems” of social values, as this understanding is more commonly encountered in
landscape and maritime archaeology.
The utility of these temporal and ideological concepts is outlined by Knapp, who lists five
“tasks of ‘contemporary’ Annales historical analysis: (1) to establish distinctive temporal periods;
(2) to indicate major lines of development within each; (3) to identify and measure regularities
specific to each; (4) to recognize innovation and the emergence of new structures within and
between eras; (5) to posit a range of elements that helps to isolate and explain continuity or change
within and between periods” (Knapp 1992:9). With little or no qualification or modification, these
five tasks apply well to landscape anthropology. The “distinctive temporal periods” have been
defined already; the “major lines of development” are the four thematic processes of maritime
landscape formation within each temporal period, while the “specific regularities” are those of the
dominant collective ideologies that characterize each period. Disruptive events in the form of
regime change, technological innovation, and demographic shifts and displacements in the Great
Lakes region create changes within and transitions between periods. Above all, changes in the
prevailing ideologies resulting in shifts in the perception of affordances and constraints, may be
construed as both effects and causes of successive transformative dialectics.
Operation of the Dialectic: Seven Primary Elements
In a discussion of ships and boats as archaeological source material, Jonathan Adams has
identified and represented seven factors affecting shipbuilding as “interrelated constraints”—an
unfortunate choice of terms that mirrors Gibson’s lumping of “affordances” as “for good or ill.”
Adams diagrams them as the nodes of a network (Figure 1.3), worthy of a Weberian/Geertzian
web of significance in search of interpretation (Geertz 1973:5). With no further modification than
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Figure 1.3. Classes of factors operating dialectically in the formation of the maritime
landscape. (Adapted from Adams 2001:301)

a broadening of its application, this elegant heuristic categorizes the sources of the agents
participating in the dialectical processes forming not only ships, but the maritime landscape itself.
Using Adams’ scheme, the agency of the environmental context is of two kinds: first,
simply as environment, the physical field upon which maritime movement and dwelling are both
afforded and constrained. Second, the local environment either contains, or furnishes a
transportation route to, the raw materials (affordances) that are, in Braudel’s phrasing, unevenly
distributed across the landscape in “imbalances productive of change” (Cunliffe 208:26).
Culturally modified (technology + tradition) to produce the built environment of maritime
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infrastructure and dwelling, matter and cognized space become place. Both the processes of
dwelling and movement (as well as those of cognition and representation) are conditioned by the
ideology of the society, whose goals and values are focused on the purpose of the social group’s
moving and dwelling. Finally, economics furnishes the program by which the ideology of the
social group is expressed in the landscape through the selection andredistribution of its
affordances.
All of the elements encountered in ecological and behavioral models of landscape
anthropology (even the collision of Nature and Culture) may be located within Adams’ network,
and their dialectical interactions analyzed. Moreover, the patterning of their interactions articulates
well with the segmented temporal framework of the Annales School. Certain factors (notably
environment and materials), may be expected to remain relatively stable over the longue durée,
while others (economics, purpose, ideology) will vary with individual periods, while technology
can provide disruptive and innovative events, sometimes virtually overnight.
In sum: by providing for the operation of the dialectic in complex spatially-situated social
networks where people, material, and the landscape are all agents, within an expansive yet
segmented time frame, Adams’s seven categories satisfy the needs of historical ecology’s approach
to understanding the formation a specific maritime landscape. Taken together with the Annales
approach, the result, it must be admitted, is a multiplicity of dimensions and variables. Four
processes of landscape formation, spanning five maritime cultures viewed through a tripartite
temporal framework, operating through seven classes of dialectical agents, produces myriad
pathways to the observed outcomes. If there were any doubt that each maritime landscape is both
unique and contingent, the nominal combinations and permutation of factors should serve to lay
the issue of any type of knowable determinism to rest.

44

Data: Forms and Sources of Evidence
The attractive yet problematic nature of dwelling and movement within the St. Clair locale,
with its distinctive affordances and constraints, has over the years stimulated the creation of
abundant evidence of successive landscape transformations: directly, of revised practices, evolved
material culture, and alteration of the earth itself; indirectly, of successive occupation periods and
their shifting ideologies. The evidence itself may be divided into two broad classes of media:
physical or artifactual; and symbolic or representational.
The extant physical evidence of past landscapes consists primarily of features of the built
environment and physical objects within it, whether artifacts and sites in archaeological contexts
(lithic and ceramic artifacts, shipwrecks, abandoned vessels, disused infrastructure) or in systemic
contexts (surviving settlement patterns, functioning lighthouses). Patterning in the processes of
dwelling (maritime settlement and subsistence) and especially movement (maritime practices and
nautical technology) is drawn partially from the materiality of such sources. Additionally,
abundant historical records of vessel construction, use, loss and discard provide a robust dataset
for analyzing patterns in this particularly dynamic landscape, that witnessed all four of these
phenomena in great quantity and substantial detail. This symbolic or representational evidence, in
accord with the interdisciplinary qualities of historical ecology, serves several purposes. As Carole
Crumley observes, “environmental historians critically examine documents for evidence of human
actions, relations, and attitudes. Historical evidence about past ecosystems may be divided into
written (diaries, government documents), oral (stories about storms or pest invasions), and visual
(dated drawings of Alpine glaciers documenting advances and retreats)” (Crumley 1996:559). To
this I would add that maps, constituting a hybridity of text and visual data, are invaluable in this
case, where they may be compared as well as analyzed.
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The complex nature of maritime transport makes it an ideal subject for the analysis of the
interrelationships between materiality, society, and behavior. In his influential formulation of the
three aspects of a ship, maritime archaeologist Keith Muckelroy identified the ship as “a machine
designed for harnessing a source of power” as a means of transport; as “an element in a military
or economic system;” and as “a closed community, with its own hierarchy, customs, and
conventions” (Muckelroy 1978:216). There are other aspects as well, but these three serve to
demonstrate that maritime movement requires a harmonization, or at least a balanced tension,
between the materiality of the machine, the ideology of the military or economic system, and the
community of mariners whose habitus subsumes the social “hierarchy, customs and conventions”
that realize the preceding two aspects. As applied to maritime landscapes, archaeologist Johan
Rönnby terms this long-term structuring of a seagoing society’s ideology and organization the
“maritime mentality” (Rönnby 2007:77). As an element in the dialectic producing the landscape,
this mentality is both actant and acted upon.
An analysis spanning the historical period accesses an extensive record-keeping tradition
of socially important explorations, religious and military operations, diplomatic missions, and
commercial ventures. These appear in the form of official reports, travelers’ accounts, diaries,
correspondence, memoirs, charts, maps and ship’s logs. By the nineteenth century, primary source
material on every aspect of Great Lakes maritimity is not merely abundant, it is omnipresent. The
same Industrial Revolution that brought steamboats to the frontier, also brought the railroad, the
telegraph and the printing press. This prototypical information explosion, together with the
regulatory practices of both the American and Canadian governments, created a treasure trove of
primary source material, biographies of virtually every commercial vessel that sailed the lakes,
and every port of call—now largely accessible thanks to its twenty-first century digital counterpart.
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These textual and cartographic representations of the built environment and its associated
material culture serve as proxies, signifiers for the vanished or transformed signified: ships and
shipwrecks, shipyards, fortifications, wharves, piers, lighthouses, and the waterside resorts from
the Flats’ half-century career as “Michigan’s Venice.” But also present in first-person narratives
are the ideologies of their authors, sometimes explicit, sometimes in need of deconstruction. Last,
some authors offer an expert account of maritime practices—seamanship from the days of paddle,
sail and steam; and accounts of vanished or transformed features of the landscape itself—
treacherous sandbars, meandering channels, and seemingly limitless wildlife habitat. This reintegration of materiality, practice, and place creates a context for the recovery of maritime
heritage and the transmission of identity within multiple descendant communities, which forms a
significant rationale for, and value of, the present study.
In succeeding chapters, I will describe key features of the study area (Chapter 2) and its
indigenous population, past and present (Chapter 3). The initial processes of landscape formation
during the French and British colonial periods are the themes of Chapter 4 and 5, with the latter
devoted to representation through language (place-names) and images (maps). The evolution of
Great Lakes seafaring comprises the next two chapters, with Chapter 6 addressing maritime
practice, and Chapter 7 covering nautical technology. These lay the groundwork for a quantitative
analysis of resultant local shipbuilding (Chapter 8), accompanied by a survey of the corresponding
physical transformation of the maritime landscape itself (Chapter 9). Its remarkable accompanying
social transformation is discussed in Chapter 10. The archaeological investigation of the study
area, still in its infancy, is introduced in Chapter 11, followed by conclusions and recommendations
(Chapter 12). Along the way are a colorful cast of characters—individuals who speak with their
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own voices; noble vessels that met their ends in ways both noble and ignominious, and always the
ever-flowing waters and shifting sands.
Notes on Chapter 1
1. According to Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, niagara is derived from Mohawk ongiara, “neck”
(Schoolcraft 1847:453; also Bright 2004:325). Bow-e-ting has many variants; the Ojibwe People’s
Dictionary lists baawitig as “rapids” [ https://ojibwe.lib.umn.edu/main-entry/baawitig-ni ].
Michilimackinac likewise has many variants, but is generally agreed to be derived from Ojibwe—
perhaps mishee mackinakong, “the place of the big turtle's back” (Johnston 1976:60). Bkejwanong
is Anishinaabmowin for “where the waters divide” (Nin.Da.Waab.Jig 1987), describing the
multiple channels of the delta. Lake St. Clair had many names; among those recorded are otsiketa, variously interpreted as Huron/Wendat for “foot” (as in the foot of the St. Clair River), or
Anishinaabmowin for “sweet” or “sugar” (for sweet fresh water, or for the maple trees found
there). Another name, ganatchio or kandechio appears to be Miami for “kettle,” describing its
rounded shape. This is discussed further in Chapter 5.
2. It is a commonplace to use the term “palimpsest” to describe landscapes where the
archaeological record has been largely obliterated by subsequent activity (Balée and Erikson
2006:2; Strang 2008:51). It is a term taken from the study of vellum manuscripts, and refers to an
early form of recycling. Its use in archaeology implies that the past has been deliberately erased
and overwritten. As with most analogies between textuality and materiality, it is an imperfect fit,
serving as a kind of shorthand for a disturbed landscape. It is useful, however, as a reminder that
the analogy runs both ways: just as a material object may (as some argue) embody discourse, the
“materiality of text” urges us to look at original documents, where such physical properties as
palimpsests, errata, lacunae and marginalia carry meaning separate from their nominal textuality.
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3. It might be argued from the foregoing that culture is inherent in the concept of landscape and
therefore redundant in the phrase “maritime cultural landscape.” While this may be so, it is the
reassuring kind of redundancy, a conceptual “safety factor” that ensures that cultural context(s) be
considered when observing what otherwise might be taken as an objective physical entity.
Moreover, the phrase is now firmly embedded in the parlance of maritime archaeologists; shorn
of the term “cultural,” “maritime landscape” is liable to be mistaken for a genre of painting.
4. The term “ideology,” particularly in the context of Annales-related passages, does not carry the
Marxian meaning as articulated, for example, by Mark Leone: as a perceptual facade fabricated by
ruling elites to “mask the actual relations of production” from the working class, and thus blind
them to their “true economic and political condition” (Leone 2010:53; also McGuire 2002). Rather,
it should be clear that these ideologies are the priorities and assumptions that underlie a society’s
values and goals and are manifested through its choices and representations of affordances and
constraints (Bintliff 1991:10-13).
5. The facility of the Annaliste framework in managing discussions of the nature(s) and perception
of time makes it a valuable tool when considering thinkers from Heraclitus and Zeno to Bergson
and (probably) Einstein.
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CHAPTER 2. THE STUDY AREA
1. PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY
The area selected for study, the St. Clair maritime landscape, contains three major
hydrologic components: the St. Clair River; the St. Clair delta, also known as the St. Clair Flats;
and Lake St. Clair. Together they comprise approximately 60 miles (100 km) of the 80-mile (130
km) strait connecting Lake Huron with Lake Erie (Figure 2.1).1 The upper portion of the river, at
30 miles (48 km) in length, is generally about 1.5 miles (2.4 km) wide, running nearly straight
north-south. Its depth ranges between 30 and 60 feet (9 to 18 m). The current is greatest at its head,
a rapid averaging 4.5 mph (7.2 kph). There are tributaries on both sides, notably the Pine and Belle
Rivers, both on the American side. The Canadian side is drained by several smaller creeks.
The delta occupies the lower 10 miles (16 km) of the river featuring six major channels
and numerous islands. The upper portions of the channels can be quite deep, averaging between
30-40 feet (9-12 m) along most of their length; the North Channel reaches a maximum of 90 feet
(27 m) just below Algonac. All the channels are characterized by a sedimentary bar across their
mouths, reducing the depth to as little as 5 feet (1.5 m). Lake St. Clair is nearly 30 miles (48 km)
long, and 24 miles (38 km) at its widest point. The mean depth is 18-20 feet (5-6 m). A natural
channel of some 22 feet (7 m) in depth runs down its center to the lake’s outlet into the Detroit
River; in the past century this has been dredged to maintain a working depth of approximately 30
feet (9 m). Weather events, seasonal fluctuations, and climatic cycles can cause all these
measurements to vary by as much as 3 feet (1 m). The lake has two major tributaries: the Clinton
River (once known as the Huron) on the American side; and the Thames, on the Canadian side.
They access the communities of Mount Clemens, Michigan and Chatham, Ontario respectively.
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Figure 2.1. The Strait connecting Lake Huron (top) with Lake Erie (bottom). The St. Clair
delta and Lake St. Clair are in the center. (NOAA).
The scientific literature of the St. Clair system has its roots in the earliest European visitors,
whose observations were admittedly motivated by considerations of colonization and exploitation,
but which yield a wealth of detail about the landscape, as well as a revealing look at the values and
priorities of the observers. This latter aspect will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4, as an indicator

51

of the process of cognition of the landscape and its ideological variation from one culture to
another. Among the first scientifically trained observers in the Strait were the American and British
commissioners of the International Boundary Commission, Major Joseph Delafield and Dr. John
J. Bigsby, both avid geologists. At the same time as the Commission was completing its survey of
the St Clair delta in 1820, a party led by Michigan’s Governor Lewis Cass made its way by canoe
from Detroit to the headwaters of the Mississippi. In the party was an Army engineer, David Bates
Douglass, charged with documenting the natural history of their itinerary, in a manner not unlike
that of the Lewis and Clark Expedition of 1804 to 1806. It was not until the turn of the 20th century,
however, that modern scientific publishing focused on the St Clair system. A.J. Pieters’ The Plants
of Lake St. Clair (1894) and Leon J. Cole’s The Delta of the St. Clair River (1903), addressed its
botany and geology in 12 and 25 pages, respectively. Though brief by today’s standards, and
written after much cultural transformation of the maritime landscape, they remain valuable
resources, and are cited to this day as ecological benchmarks.
Geology and Hydrology
At present, the Strait connecting Lake Huron and Lake Erie receives all of the waters of
Lakes Superior, Michigan, and Huron, but this was not always the case. Integrative research by
Raphael and Jaworski (1982) indicates that during the Lake Stanley stage, 10,500 to 5,000 BP, the
retreating ice of the great Wisconsin glacier exposed a crustal depression northeast of present-day
Georgian Bay, Ontario. Drainage followed the course of the present-day French River, passing
northeast through Lake Nipissing, then east and south into the Ottawa River, finally emptying into
the St. Lawrence River. This continued until the retreat of the Wisconsin glacier following the
Valders Maximum some 10,500 to 12,500 years ago, relieved the immense local pressure on the
earth’s crust. Isostatic rebound then closed this route in favor of a southerly course which persists
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to the present (Cole 1903:19). By contrast, crustal uplift due to isostatic rebound in the St. Clair
basin was been minimal, as Lake St. Clair lies south of the "hinge line" formed at the southerly
terminus of the Wisconsin ice (Cole 1903:19; Raphael and Jaworski 1982:19; Bolsenga &
Herdendorf 1993:73). The resumption of this southerly route during the Lake Nipissing stage,
5,000 to 3,500 BP, brought high water levels and extensive sedimentation, resulting in the
formation of a premodern St. Clair delta, some 5 feet (1.5 m) above the present level of Lake St.
Clair (Figure 2.2).
Around 3500 BP, the Strait took on its present form, as newer, low-water channels carved
through the older, higher delta and deposited the newer delta on its outer slopes downstream (Cole
1903:8; Raphael and Jaworski 1982; Kaszicki 1985:121). The modern delta, despite significant
formative differences from true riverine deltas opening into large bodies of open water (such as
the Mississippi or the Nile), exhibits the classic ‘bird’s foot” morphology over an expanse of
approximately 30 square miles (78 km2), 45% of which (13.5 mi2 or 35 km2) is emergent wetland
habitat (Bolsenga and Herdendorf 1993:367; Thomas et al. 2006:739).
As a strait emptying a chain of lakes, rather than a true river, the St. Clair River lacks
significant additional tributaries that would create a seasonal fluctuation of higher and lower flow
rates and water levels. Raphael and Jaworski (1982:13) note: "because the water level fluctuates
only 1.5 to two feet seasonally, spring floods are not a normal occurrence within the delta." Instead,
the river maintains a consistently high volume and flow rate, with a concomitant degree of force
to transport sediment. Analysis of the sediments forming the modern delta, chiefly coarse sands,
places their origins along the southern coastal zone of Lake Huron (Cole 1903:9; Thomas et al.
2006:738). Despite the considerable force of the current in the river, these particles, being too
heavy to be carried in suspension, are instead carried along the bottom as bed load (Cole 1903:9;
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Figure 2.2. Depositional features of the St. Clair delta (Raphael and Jaworski, 1982).
Raphael and Jaworski 1982). The lack of suspended particulates accounts for the unusual clarity
of the river’s waters (Cole 1903:11), earning it the popular nickname “Blue-water.”
The currents in the channels lose force and speed as they empty into the open waters of the
Lake St. Clair, their sediment load being deposited in the form of bars across the channel mouths
(Cole 1903:13; Raphael and Jaworksi 1982:12; Bolsenga and Herdendorf 1993:86). This
phenomenon was observed by the earliest of European explorers, and became a notable constraint
upon, and determinant of, the maritime cultural landscape of the non-indigenous peoples of the St.
Clair Delta, and indeed the upper Great Lakes as a whole. Bottom core sampling by the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers has revealed that these coarse sediments form a veneer of some 10 to 13 feet
(3-4 m) overlying a bed of compacted lacustrine clay (Thomas et al. 2006:739). This dense
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underlayer, measuring some 150 to 200 feet (45-60 m) in thickness, was laid down by glacial lakes
Wittlesey and Warren (Cole 1903:24; Bolsenga and Herdendorf 1993:44). The presence so close
to the surface of this “indurated marl” as it was termed by the 19th-century military engineers,
formed a major impediment to the dredging of shipping channels through the delta.
As a relatively small and shallow body of water, Lake St. Clair’s wave action is not a
significant factor impacting the shoreline, as windblown waves from any direction lack sufficient
fetch and depth to grow to appreciable size. Moreover, the wide and gently shelving margin causes
larger waves to break well offshore, minimizing their onshore impact, which is often further
absorbed by reed beds and other emergent vegetation, ubiquitous until recent years brought
shoreline development (Raphael and Jaworski 1982:20). This was noted by David Bates Douglass,
the civil engineer attached to the Lewis Cass expedition of 1820: “Lake St. Clair may be considered
a mere dilation of the river, being very shallow except in certain channels which pass through it.
In many places at several miles from shore our paddles touched bottom and the rushes were
growing thick” (Douglass 1969:18; also Bigsby 1850:299).
Also due to its shallowness, navigation on Lake St. Clair is disproportionately affected by
any change in water level, as even a slight decrease can make the difference between clearing the
bottom or running aground. Wind plays a significant role here, as Lake St. Clair is subject to a
noteworthy phenomenon, one that appears to mimic the tidal action of the open sea. The shallow
waters, despite offering wind-generated waves a maximum fetch of only 22 miles (35 km)
(Raphael and Jaworski 1982:20), allow the generation of sudden rises in water level, commonly
termed seiches in the Great Lakes (Owen 2014:987; Considine 2008:4707). Pushed by the wind,
water entering a confined area such as a bay, can temporarily "pile up," as it were (Ibrahim and
McCorquodale 1985). Such is the case with Anchor Bay, at the mouth of the North Channel in the
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northwest corner of the lake. Southerly winds, Cole observed, “may raise the general level a foot
or more” (Cole 1903:18). A mathematical model of the St. Clair basin, as yet unverified by actual
observation, suggests that a sufficiently strong storm (> 20 m/s, or 40 knots) from the W-SW could
actually cause the flow of the North Channel to reverse itself (Anderson and Schwab 2011:156).
The importance of seiches to the delta’s navigability will be discussed in detail in Chapter 7, where
they assumed political implications in defining the international boundary.
Climate
The archaeological record of the Strait indicates long-term occupation by indigenous
groups, most practicing a mixed horticulturalist/forager economy (Cleland 1992; Goddard 1978),
permitting the inference that its climate, while not exempt from fluctuation, has been generally
temperate, as would be expected, given its latitude (Detroit lies at 42.30o N), and its proximity to
large bodies of water with their moderating influence. At the outset of the historical period,
narrative descriptions by early French visitors included detailed descriptions, including favorable
comparisons to the climate and soil of France. Allowances must be made for the positionalities
and motivations of the informants, however. Cadillac, shortly after his arrival, wrote in 1702 that:
"the climate is as temperate there as in Touraine, and the Winter (according to what the Savages
say) lasts only six weeks at most" (Cadillac 1904:131). Beauharnois, in 1731, reported that: "the
Climate is fine, the Lands are very good and can produce anything that grows in France in the
province of Guienne" (Beauharnois 1906:141). In the case of Cadillac, it should be noted that he
was intentionally painting a rosy picture of Detroit for the benefit of his overseeing officials,
sponsors, prospective benefactors, and potential colonists. Considering that the "Little Ice Age,"
lasted until approximately 1715 (Heckert 2016), Cadillac’s optimistic reference to "six weeks of
winter" thus could either be his own purposeful narrative, conditioned perhaps by his recent
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sojourn well to the north at Michilimackinac, or that of his native informants, painting a rosy
picture of their own to encourage French settlement at the strategic Strait.
More convincing is the consistent description by multiple authors through the 17th and
18th centuries, of the vegetation in the Strait, particularly along the St. Clair River. There,
extensive and well-established anthropogenic orchards and vineyards reliably indicate temperate
conditions, possibly moderated even further along the shoreline by a littoral microclimate, that
would enhance its attractiveness to horticulturalists, whether indigenous or French.
In modern times, the Geiger-Köppen climate classification system, widely used by
climatologists, is based on vegetation zones. A mid-20th-century study placed the Strait on the
border between the "humid continental, hot summer" (classification Dfa) and a narrow band of
"humid subtropical, no dry season" ( Dfb) zones (Himmler and De Long 1963) (Figure 2.3). The
climate of western France, by contrast, is classified as the more temperate "marine west coast"
(Cfb) (Veregin 2010:30-31), despite these regions lying several degrees to the north of the Strait.
Tours, capital of Touraine is at latitude 47.40oN; Bordeaux, principal city of Guienne (Aquitaine)
lies at 44.85oN, while Detroit lies at 42.30oN, and thus is considerably south of both French
regions, but far from the moderating effects of the Atlantic. That the Detroit of that time should
compare in its vegetation zones with the highly productive French landscape may speak both to
the moderating effects of the Great Lakes lying generally to windward of the Strait, and perhaps
the greater impact of the Little Ice Age in Europe than in central North America.
2. FLORA
The Huron-Erie Strait, and the surrounding lands of southeast Michigan and southwest
Ontario lie entirely within the Carolinian biotic province (Figure 2.4), characterized as “essentially
southern plant and animal species and both soils and climate are amenable to agriculture” (Fitting
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Figure 2.3. Climatic Regions of Michigan, 1951-60 (after Himmler and De Long, 1963)

and Cleland 1969:289). The relatively constant water levels in the St. Clair delta and Lake St.
Clair, and the dynamic processes that have created its landforms, have led to the distinct zonation
of both the aquatic and terrestrial plants found there (Raphael and Jaworski 1982:7). The
distribution of aquatic plants is dependent primarily on water depth and bottom composition
(Pieters 1894:9; Raphael and Jaworski 1982:20). Likewise, the terrestrial plant life shows zonation
related to the geological strata and elevation of the landforms (Figure 2.5). The higher premodern
delta now hosts oak-ash hardwood forests, while dogwoods, willows, ferns and grasses dominate
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the transition zone above the sedge marshes (Bolsenga and Herdendorf 1993:390-391). On the
American side of the delta, the Michigan Natural Features Inventory identifies six natural
communities in the St. Clair delta and along the St. Clair River: Submergent Marsh; Emergent
Marsh; Great Lakes Marsh; Lakeplain Wet Prairie; Lakeplain Wet-mesic Prairie; and Mesic
Southern Forest (Kost et al. 2007). Historically, the Strait circa 1600 has been classified as a
deciduous-coniferous biome, mixing maple, beech, birch, hemlock and spruce (Tanner 1987:14).
This diverse forestation of the St. Clair River carried implications for timber production, both for
local boat- and shipbuilding and as a commodity to be shipped throughout the Great Lakes.
A survey of a section of wet prairie on Harsens Island in 1960 documented the presence of
ninety-two plant species, all but six of which were perennials (Hayes 1964). As an indicator of
healthy diversity, this number compares favorably to approximately one hundred species observed
on adjacent Walpole and Squirrel Islands a half-century previous (Dodge 1915). In both studies,
the authors noted the regular use of intentional burning to suppress invasive annual and woodystemmed species. In the literature of historical ecology, this preferential creation and maintenance
of floral, and thereby faunal biodiversity using fire is a diagnostic indicator of long-term
anthropogenic landscape transformation (Sauer 1956:55; Erickson 2010). In terms of affordances,
the multiple St. Clair biomes have historically hosted a dense and diverse floral population within
a highly accessible and manageable taskscape.
3. FAUNA
The result of such varied and sheltered habitat is a concomitant proliferation of wildlife.
Migratory waterfowl are consistent seasonal visitors; game fish and their prey flourish in the
estuarine and open water habitats; mammals inhabit every niche, including the aquatic, where
muskrat, otter, mink and, before their extirpation in most of their original range, beaver made their
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Figure 2.4. Biotic Provinces of the Upper Great Lakes (Fitting and Cleland 1969)
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Figure 2.5. Vegetation zones of the St. Clair Flats (Raphael and Jaworski, 1982).
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homes (Kost et al. 2007:65-68). Present-day studies (Bolsenga and Herdendorf 1993:392)continue
to document a complex food web with avian, mammalian, piscine, and reptilian apex predators.
The abundance of game species in the Strait caught the attention of the earliest French
visitors. Hennepin in 1679 remarked on the deer, bear, turkeys and swans (Hennepin 1903:109),
while Lahontan in 1688 noted the ease of hunting deer in the delta: “when we came to little islands,
we scour’d ‘em, in order to oblige these Beasts to cross over to the Continent, upon which they
offering to swim over, were knock’d on the head by our Canow-men that were planted all round
the Islands” (Lahontan 1905:139). Besides the beaver, two other species are no longer found in
the Strait: Cadillac in 1702 remarked on the numerous wolves (Cadillac 1904:135); a 1718 French
government agent reported that Lake St. Clair was “well stocked with fish, especially whitefish,
which, however, is not so good as that at Missilimackinac” (Sabrevois de Bleury 1902:370; also
Tanner 1987:23). In the intervening centuries, notables including Henry Rowe Schoolcraft
(1821:82) and Alexis de Tocqueville (1959:143) chronicled the continuing abundance of game.
Today the St. Clair Flats offers world-class recreational hunting and fishing side-by-side—not
without some cultural friction (Martin 1971)—with the persistence of indigenous subsistence
practices (Nin.Da.Waab.Jig 1987:33). Accounts from every succeeding dominant society make it
clear that each found in the St. Clair delta a rich source of affordances in its natural resources,
albeit often viewed from differing perspectives and value systems.
4. ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY
As a maritime cultural landscape, the St. Clair River and its delta feature two key economic
affordances: a locale offering resources, and a transport zone. The former draws on the economic
properties of the landscape as described above, where resources from fish and wild rice to furs and
timber are considered as subsistence needs for local consumption, or as commodities for exchange.
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The transport zone enables the latter, and in the case of the St. Clair maritime landscape, derives
from the nature of the Strait as an interface of two land masses—the peninsulas of Michigan and
southwest Ontario—and two Great Lakes. The settlements, transportation routes, and maritime
industries that emerged and evolved there were contingent on these geographical realities.
Throughout the study period commencing in the 17th century, the peoples occupying the Strait
between Lake Huron and Lake Erie had access, either through local production or short-distance
trade along extensive maritime and terrestrial transport corridors, to the means for a wide range of
affordances—literally, food, clothing and shelter, plus the material means for transport itself in the
form of resources for boat-building and later, ship-building.
The operations of Adam’s element of economy in the dialectics either of landscape
formation or shipbuilding are generally concerned with at least one of these forms of activity:
subsistence at the local level; extraction of commodities (in this case timber) for shipment
elsewhere; the manufacturing of watercraft; the business of transportation (waterborne commerce)
through the local transport zone and beyond; or the creation and maintenance of the maritime
infrastructure as a built environment in support of waterborne commerce. The distribution of these
economic activities was concentrated along the transport corridors at the points of supply (sawmills
adjacent to both timber stands and navigable water), use (wharves near roads and railheads), or
need (lighthouses at critical navigational features). The result was a zonal taskscape linked by a
common dependence on waterborne transportation of goods, information and people: an economic
maritime landscape.
5. POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY
Being social, landscapes are inevitably political. Even before the arrival of Europeans in
the historic period, the strategic landscape of the Strait has been claimed and contested by a
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succession of societies and their political institutions. The Huron/Tionontati, Iroquois
Confederacy, Anishinaabeg, France, Britain, United States, Canada—all have laid claim to the
lands and waters of the Strait (Tanner 1987; Cleland 1992; White 1991). As Crumley and
Marquardt state, “a boundary that is a river not only divides two territories and serves as a limit to
them both but centralizes interaction between them and in turn links both territories to areas upand downstream” (Crumley and Marquardt 1990:76). Only in the past two centuries have the
channels of the Strait served double duty as political boundaries: the demarcation between the
United States and Canada, and that between Ontario and the Walpole Island First Nations.
Contestation over these boundaries and the territory they traverse centered largely on
access to long-distance maritime trade and transportation networks, but on local affordances and
settlement sites as well. Unequal distribution of resources on the two sides of the Strait meant that
any artificial constraints placed on their movement carried political as well as economic
consequences. This became most evident in the case of pine forestation, which was more extensive
on the Michigan side of the Strait than on the Ontario side (Moore 1915:154), creating
ramifications for Canadian boat- and shipbuilding, and nearly triggered an international incident
in 1870, when a load of timber was unloaded on the wrong side of a disputed section of the
international boundary. The working out of these economic and political/ideological contestations
is an integral component of the dialectics of successive landscape transformations.
6. SUMMARY
Considered from any perspective or time period, the Strait in general, and the St. Clair delta
in particular, offers a complex, dynamic and strategic environment. Throughout the study period
commencing in the early seventeenth century, the ecology of the St. Clair system has consistently
been perceived, by successive social groups, as one of great diversity and natural abundance. The
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natural hydrology, by contrast, has shifted from being perceived and utilized as an unalloyed
affordance, both in terms of transportation and habitat, to a problematic source of difficulty and
risk, even danger. While none of the ecology of the present-day Strait can be regarded as pristine,
some areas, such as Walpole Island, appear to have preserved much of their long-term biodiversity.
Urbanized areas have altered the shoreline, mostly by seawalls and other hardened surfaces, so
that the interface between land and water is not so permeable and variable as in its more natural
state. The extensive forestation that formed a principal affordance until the end of the nineteenth
century has been replaced by urbanized and agricultural areas. Nevertheless, the creation of
artificial navigational channels through the Flats has focused the commercial waterway upon a
finite portion of the delta, allowing much of the hydrology to remain comparatively unaltered.
Notes on Chapter 2
1. As most of the historical sources quoted give dimensions in English units (feet and miles), I will
generally follow suit, adding metric units in parentheses. This is true both of distances, and
measurements of structures, notably ships.
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CHAPTER 3. INDIGENOUS LANDSCAPES AND IDENTITIES IN THE ST. CLAIR
REGION
1. BACKGROUND AND EARLY HABITATION IN THE ST. CLAIR DELTA
Among the remarkable aspects of the St. Clair locale is its preservation of an indigenous
presence, one essentially continuous from the pre-contact period. Moreover, this indigenous
occupation persists despite, rather than because of, government intervention: the Walpole Island
First Nations were not relocated; rather, they remain on unceded land (Jacobs 1996). The processes
of knowing, dwelling, movement and representation whereby the First Nations first created their
own landscape, then, are largely outside the time period of this study. The result, however, forms
the substrate upon which their own descendant communities, and those of European and American
arrivals, continued to transform the landscape. The persistence, transformation and appropriation
of indigenous modes of landscape formation, may be observed in specific historical events. These
will be adduced as each process of landscape formation is addressed thematically.
This preliminary overview takes as its cue the political geography of the Strait between
Lake Huron and Lake Erie. Although its function as an international borderland is now a matter of
some two centuries’ standing, this comparatively recent development is a cultural manifestation
of the delta’s natural properties in the longue durée as a liminal zone—a complex and contested
three-dimensional transitional space, rather than a one-dimensional line between such binary states
as Indigenous/European, French/British, or American/Canadian. In this transitional environment,
the life that flourishes, both flora and fauna, is adapted to this range of conditions. And so must it
be with the human presence. What is remarkable, and worthy of our study and understanding, is
that despite over three centuries of incursion by nonnative cultures, an indigenous presence not
only persists but thrives. Surrounded by the political, economic, cultural and environmental
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realities of the developed world in the early 21st century, a viable First Nations presence, and
moreover the landscape upon which its identity is founded, persist in this place they call
Bkejwanong, “where the waters divide” in the Algonkian language of Anishinaabmowin. This
chapter is their story, about the relationships that develop between places and the groups of people
that inhabit them. It is about the way peoples find the balance between what they value and what
the land affords them, and in doing so create their unique place in the world, their cultural
landscape. In the case of the St. Clair delta, that place is an interpretable maritime cultural
landscape; that is, one characterized by an intimate connection between a people and water—as a
source of subsistence, a means of transportation, and a mark of identity.
It is a commonplace observation in maritime studies that water can serve either as a bridge
or a barrier, depending on a given culture’s technology, practices, and ideology (Adams 2001;
Cooney 2003; Ford 2011). Archaeological evidence suggests that indigenous peoples living
between Lake Huron and Lake Erie had been active on both sides of the Strait long before
European contact, beginning no later than the late first millennium CE. Whether it indicates a flow
of peoples, goods, or ideas is not clear, but characteristic “Wayne ware” ceramic vessels appear
throughout the length of the Strait: at the Rivière au Vase and Fair Haven sites near Lake St. Clair’s
Anchor Bay; near Chatham on the Ontario side; at Springwells below Detroit; and at Gibraltar, at
the mouth of the Detroit River (Fitting 1970:150-160; Stothers 1999). An intriguing possibility is
raised by the similarity of two artifact assemblages at the Rivière au Vase and Gibraltar sites
(Fitting 1965). Both sites feature an individual burial where the grave goods include an antlerhafted copper awl and several chert drills, tools used in stitching together the frame and skin of a
bark canoe (Monk 1999:76). It suggests that in both cases, a maker of canoes was buried with his
treasured toolkit. Considering the proximity of Gibraltar to the resources on the island of Bois
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Blanc (“white wood,” or paper birch) directly across the Detroit River, it seems likely that a truly
maritime culture had occupied the Strait a millennium before the arrival of the French.
By the outset of the period of European contact, the picture becomes clearer, yet far more
complex. The Strait area was highly dynamic, as rival indigenous groups contested control of the
fur trade: both the beaver themselves, and the water routes that the pelts and trade goods traveled.
Definitely not a barrier, and more than a bridge, the Strait was a logistical and strategic nexus, a
crossroads along a maritime highway that penetrated the North American continent from the
Atlantic to the farthest navigable reaches of the Lake Superior basin at the edge of the Great Plains,
with multiple portages into the Ohio and Mississippi drainages.
2. WAR AND DEPOPULATION
The earliest French maps of the Great Lakes region date from the early 1640s, at a time
when the Beaver Wars precipitated large-scale shifts in the population. Although the French
headquartered their transatlantic fur trade in present-day Quebec, the supply of beaver had already
dwindled there (Witgen 2012:46). Moreover, such European-introduced diseases as smallpox,
measles and pneumonia had ravaged those peoples with whom they had come in contact (Warrick
2013:72). Iroquois raiders from the Lake Ontario area, intent on gaining control of the lands and
trade to their west, relentlessly attacked their Huron neighbors, effectively destroying them as a
nation in their Georgian Bay homeland of Huronia or Wendake. Pressing on, the Iroquois waged
war against the nations occupying southwest Ontario and the lower peninsula of Michigan (Wolf
1982:170). These included the Mascouten, Fox, Sauk and Potawatomi, who fled across Lake
Michigan to Green Bay, where the Iroquois offensive lost momentum. The intervening space
became a depopulated landscape that had only recently been a killing ground (Tanner 1987:3031). The names on the early maps drawn by missionaries and explorers, together with linguistic,
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ethnohistorical and archaeological evidence, allow us to visualize how differing groups distributed
themselves on the landscape in the years preceding the arrival of the French as colonists. Clues to
group identity may take the form of subsistence and settlement patterns, group names and other
linguistic evidence. Sources of this information during this period come chiefly from cartographic
and first-person narrative documents.
A recurring theme in this process of linking peoples, places and practices, is that of fire.
An anonymous map entitled Novvelle France, attributed to one Jean Bourdon and made no later
than 1642, shows the locations of Great Lakes tribes “prior to the dispersals of the late 1640s and
the 1650s” (Steckley 1990:17). A large area west of Lake Erie is labeled as the territory of the
Gens de Feu (“people of the fire”), while one of several smaller labels identifies that of the
aictaeronon. Citing Bourdon’s imperfect knowledge of Huron, Steckley interprets this as a variant
of atsistaeronon; again, “people of the fire,” the Huron name for the Mascouten nation. The other
labels give the Huron names for the Potawatomi, Fox and Sauk nations (Steckley 1990:21). This
clustering of several groups around the general term “people of the fire,” corresponds to the
summation of ethnohistorian Charles Cleland. “After many years of discussion and speculation,”
he states, “most scholars seem to agree that the ‘Fire Nation’ was not a single group but included
a large number of small, independent Algonquian-speaking swidden agriculturalists who occupied
the southern third of what is now the Lower Peninsula of Michigan,” and included the Mascouten
and Potawatomi (Cleland 1992:87). The latter were not a maritime people to the degree of their
hunting, fishing and trading Ojibwe and Odawa cousins; as late as 1712 they were said not to use
canoes (Goddard 1978:672). Rather, they were primarily semi-sedentary horticulturalists.
It should be noted that the term “swidden” as used by Cleland may be misleading, implying
in current usage a slash-and-burn style of agriculture where fields are depleted in a few seasons,
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and the cycle recommenced elsewhere. Early North American accounts, including from Huronia,
suggest that after clearing the land, the inhabitants regularly burned only the weeds; moreover, by
planting the ecologically complementary “three sisters”—corn, beans, and squash—nutrients were
not as readily depleted from the soil (Doolittle 1992:393). Also misleading are the interpretations
of the name “Mascouten,” which was initially construed as “fire people,” while a more apropos
meaning is “people of the small prairies.” The former interpretation may not be as erroneous as it
first appears, however: James Fitting (1970:197) notes that the Algonquian-speaking Chippewa
(Ojibwe) in a treaty of 1819 used the place-name “Muscutawaingh,” meaning “open prairie burnt
over,” to refer to where the city of Flint now stands.
The first French eyewitness account of the depopulated landscape left behind by the Huron
and the Fire Nations comes from René Brehan de Galinée, one of a pair of Sulpician missionaries
who in 1669 journeyed from Montreal to an Odawa settlement at Sault Ste. Marie by way of the
Strait of Detroit. His observations indicate an awareness that they were traversing a depopulated
landscape, but not that it was also an anthropogenic one. Of their winter camp on the north shore
of Lake Erie, the priest wrote: “although it has no cultivation it does not fail to produce grapes in
great quantities as large and as sweet as the finest of France,” and “the woods are open, interspersed
with beautiful meadows” (Galinée 2003:196-197; emphasis added). Yet on his accompanying map
(Figure 3.1), he noted only a few miles inland from that same place, “here was once the Neutral
nation.” Paddling up the Strait, the party encountered a large war party of Iroquois camped at
Springwells, an ancient habitation site featuring several large mounds, just below the later site of
Detroit. There, a painted idol marked a ritual site along the Iroquois maritime war path, as
sacrifices of food and pelts to “this god of stone” were said to ensure their raiding parties safe
passage across Lake Erie (Galinée 2003:204). Upstream, the missionaries encountered the so-
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Figure 3.1. Galinée’s map of the Strait and southwest Ontario. The Strait between Lake
Huron and Lake Erie appears on the left; Lake St. Clair, while elongated is recognizable,
with its islands marked as “grandes prairies” (large meadows). (Archives Canada)

called Lac des Eaux de Mer or “Lake of Sea-water,” (Lake St. Clair), as it had been termed since
the time of Champlain in 1616 (Dunnigan 2001:9), possibly based on indigenous informants
referring to a salt spring among its tributaries (today, “Salt Creek” enters Anchor Bay near New
Baltimore). The missionaries, however, did not display the interest in seawater that would be
expected of an explorer in search of the Orient: witness Nicolet traveling with an ornate Chinese
robe in anticipation of his meeting with the Great Khan (Wien 2003). Galinée’s party observed
neither salty water nor inhabitants (Galinée 2003:204).
The perception of a depopulated landscape was later corroborated by Louis Hennepin, the
Jesuit who accompanied La Salle on his ill-fated Griffon expedition from Niagara to Green Bay.
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Crossing the little lake in 1679 on the feast of St. Clare [sic], they gave it its modern name,
Hennepin noting the difficulties of sailing a European-style ship through the delta. “There is little
depth as you enter and leave Lake St. Clare, especially as you leave it,” the cleric recorded. “The
discharge from Lake Orleans [Huron] divides at this place into several small channels, almost all
barred by sandbanks. We were obliged to sound them all, and at last discovered a very fine one.
Our bark was detained here several days by head winds” (Hennepin 1966:92-93).
Along the St. Clair River, Hennepin described a landscape that was clearly both
anthropogenic, yet depopulated. “The Banks of the Strait are vast Meadows,” he enthused, “and
the Prospect is terminated with some Hills covered with vineyards, Trees bearing good Fruit,
Groves, and Forests, so well dispos’d that one would think Nature alone could not have made,
without the Help of Art, so charming a Prospect” (Hennepin 1903:109; emphasis added). Rather,
the description answers Charles Clement’s definition of landscape domestication as “a conscious
process by which human manipulation of the landscape results in changes in landscape ecology
and in the demographics of its plant and animal populations, resulting in a landscape more
productive and congenial to humans,” whether minimally, by promoting selected species, or more
actively managing, by creating habitat, as by forest clearing (Clement 1999:190-191). This was
precisely what the indigenous occupants of the St. Clair locale had been doing for many years.
As with Galinée’s winter camp on Lake Erie a decade previous, such paradisiacal bounty
was viewed as a gift of Providence, or a beneficent Nature. Ernest Lajeunesse observes, “Hennepin
has left a promised-land description of the strait, wherein there is no mention of the presence of
any inhabitants, red or white” (Lajeunesse 1960:xxxv). The former inhabitants, of course, had only
recently fled their carefully created and tended horticultural landscape, and would have to wait
two more decades before regaining their ancestral homelands, in the company of Cadillac.
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3. REPOPULATION OF THE STRAIT
When the Mascouten, Sauk, Fox and Potawatomi fled the southern Lower Peninsula in the
1640s, they took refuge at La Baye (present-day Green Bay, Wisconsin), with its significantly
shorter growing season (Tanner 1987:21). As their new home lay within the Carolinian-Canadian
Transition biotic province (Fitting and Cleland 1969) (Figure 2.4), it appears that they were able
to subsist by supplementing their crops with hunting and fur-trapping, along with the trade goods
and supplies that the latter brought. The principal French trading center was at the Straits of
Mackinac, accessible to the peoples of northern Lake Huron, with a secondary outpost at La Baye.
When in 1701 Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac, commandant at Michilimackinac, declared his
intention to move his headquarters south to the Huron-Erie strait, it precipitated a homecoming for
some, but a dislocation for others, in ways that can be perceived in the disposition of the Cadillac’s
trading partners in the cultural landscape of the Strait during the French colonial period.
The standard Eurocentric narrative of the “founding” of Detroit places the credit squarely
with Cadillac, who “invited” the native trading partners from his tenure as commandant at
Michilimackinac to join him at his new settlement (Dunbar and May 1995). These included Huron
and Odawa residing in the St. Ignace area, as well as recent refugees from Green Bay: Fox, Sauk
and Potawatomi. It would also have extended to long-term Anishinaabeg residents to the northeast:
Mississauga on the mainland north of Lake Huron, and Odawa on Manitoulin Island. To the Green
Bay refugee groups, the founding narrative’s perspective would have been rather different. In
effect, they were using the French against their inveterate Iroquois enemies, to regain their vacated
homelands (Witgen 2012:294; also White 1991:14). The settlement pattern these groups formed
relative to Cadillac’s Fort Ponchartrain gives credence to this notion. The Huron and Potawatomi
villages were closest both to the fort, and to the culturally significant Springwells area, with its
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sacred landscape of burial mounds, albeit now minus its idol. A simple shift of viewpoint reframes
the relationship between them and the French: they were inviting the French to join them as allies
in reclaiming their native territory, and thereby their traditional settlement pattern and life ways,
including reliable maize agriculture.
The Mississauga in the Delta: Home Away from Homeland
Significantly, the hunter-trader Odawa established their villages across the Detroit River,
where Sandwich and Windsor, Ontario now stand. Not being native to this region, and having
relocated many miles south from their Manitoulin Island homeland, they may have found it politic
to keep their distance as newcomers, and not to compete for the same economic niche. The Odawa
acted prudently, considering the reception the Saginaw-area horticulturalist Fox and Mesquakie
refugees received when they attempted in 1711 to relocate to the Strait and claim a share of the
trade there. The “Fox Wars,” fought by the Potawatomi and Huron with French aid, drove the Fox
and Mesquakie interlopers back to Wisconsin, where they settled (Tanner 1987:39).
Having come the farthest from their ancestral homeland to the north, the Mississauga
settled themselves the farthest from Fort Ponchartrain. Galinée’s map of 1670 shows the
“Mississaugué” along the north Lake Huron shore, while that of Boishébert in 1731 shows “Les
Misissagi” dwelling in the St. Clair delta, on the eastern shore of “Île de Nénehe,” present-day
Harsens Island (Figure 3.2). Like the Odawa, these northern Anishinaabeg were native to the
Canadian biotic province (Figure 2.4), where their subsistence followed the “Chippewa Pattern”
characterized by trapping for trade with their southern neighbors, including agricultural products
(Fitting and Cleland 1969:293). It appears that these hunter-fisher-gatherers from the north, the
Mississauga, whose name means “river with many outlets,” chose the delta of the St. Clair River
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Figure 3.2. Map of Detroit, copy after Boishébert, 1731. (A) Fort Ponchartrain; (B) “Les
Misissagi” on “Île de Nénehe” (Harsens Island);” (C) Potawatomi and Huron
(Wyandot);(D) Odawa. (Archives Canada).

as a locale that suited their traditional patterns of settlement and subsistence: a place that felt like
home (Jacobs 1983:61). There they found their customary seasonal resources in abundance: fish,
game and wildfowl. They also found the birch and spruce trees used to make their canoes. With
these supremely adapted watercraft, they were a true maritime culture, capable of navigating open
waters, penetrating inland rivers, and harvesting wild rice (Monk 1999:73; Figure 3.3). The river
and its delta offered an expansive and varied landscape through which they moved seasonally,
from fishing camps during spring spawning (Storrow 1872: 155; McKenney 1959:151), to reed
beds, to wooded hunting grounds and sugar maple groves in winter (Hudgins 1935). The
Mississauga could barter for corn and vegetables with their old neighbors from the north, the
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Odawa (“traders” in Anishinaabmowin) much as they had done on Manitoulin Island
(Nin.Da.Waab.Jig 1987:7-8; Rogers 1978 and 1994). Pelts and hides were exchanged for trade
goods from the French at Fort Ponchartrain. (Jenks 1912:47).

Figure 3.3. “Gathering Wild Rice,” painting by Seth Eastman (ca 1853). (The American
Aboriginal Portfolio, by Mary H. Eastman).
Throughout the French colonial period, the Mississauga, gradually joined by related
Anishinaabeg Ojibwe and Saulteurs from the north, were an acknowledged presence in the St.
Clair delta, appearing in censuses taken in 1718 and 1736 (Sabrevois de Bleury 1902:370;
Chauvignerie 1855:1058; Tanner 1987:61), and routinely offering hospitality to travelers, as in the
case of Pierre de Charlevoix during a stormy passage in 1721 from Detroit to Michilimackinac
(Charlevoix 1966:40-41). With the arrival of the British regime in 1760, promptly followed by

76

Pontiac’s uprising in 1763, the indigenous population of the St. Clair delta, now collectively
termed “Chippewa” (variant of “Ojibwe”), became increasingly peripheral to the British colonial
economy and its maritime economy. Unlike the French adoption of indigenous watercraft in the
upper Great Lakes, British-style navigation emphasized traditional shipping. An armed schooner,
the Gladwin, was stationed at a small fortified base up the St. Clair River at the present site of the
town of St. Clair, whereupon the St. Clair Flats became a mere obstacle to shipping between
Detroit and Michilimackinac.
4. EMERGENCE OF THE WALPOLE ISLAND COMMUNITY
These simultaneous processes of indigenous aggregation of related Anishinaabeg groups
and their marginalization by the Euro-Americans, were accelerated by the War of 1812. Following
the Treaty of Ghent (1814) and the work of the International Boundary Commission (1817-1820),
the St. Clair Flats was divided between the United States and Canada along the course of the South
Channel, bisecting the Chippewa homeland between Michigan and Ontario. On the Ontario side,
Odawa were forced by the Crown to cede their villages near the strategic Detroit area, both on the
mainland and on islands including Bois Blanc (Anonymous 1869). Across the river, Michigan’s
governor Lewis Cass questioned in 1827 whether “a few naked wandering barbarians should stay
the march of civilization and improvement, and hold in a state of perpetual unproductiveness,
immense regions formed by Providence to support millions of human beings?” (Cass 1827:392).
Ironically, one of Cass’s companions on his 1827 voyage, Thomas L. McKenney, began to realize
that the remarkable fecundity and orderliness observed by Europeans along the St. Clair River
from first contact, might not be purely providential. "Near our walk on the bank [of the St. Clair
River],” he wrote in his journal, “are growing the wild gooseberry, and the garden currants. From
the regularity of the bushes, it would seem that they had been planted. But we see no remains of the
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habitation of man near. Still, Indians might have once lived near this spot, and their lodgings being
so frail have left none of their remains. Time and the elements soon destroy an Indian tenement"
(McKenney 1959:154-155).1 Lewis Cass, for his part, was determined to finish the job.
Pressured by both the Canadian and United States governments, groups displaced by land
cessions were forced to decide between removal or refuge. On the American side, the official
policy of land cessions was the prelude to removal to the West throughout the 1830s. Among the
Potawatomi in particular, resistance often took the form of joining their Anishinaabeg relations on
Walpole Island (Tanner 1987:126; Nin.Da.Waab.Jig 1987:36-37). The Canadian government, too,
pursued a policy of land cessions. Despite official efforts to remove aboriginal communities in
southwest Ontario to Manitoulin Island, however, Walpole Island remained unceded to the Crown.
With a diverse population composed of multiple tribes, subsistence and settlement patterns,
and non-indigenous squatters, Walpole Island only gradually began to take on the attributes of a
homeland to all Three Fires of the Anishinaabeg. Fortunately, the diversity and expanse of the
landscape matched that of the inhabitants and their life-ways: arable land, woods, marshland and
waters to support a pattern of horticultural subsistence, with a substantial amount of traditional
hunting and fishing (Jacobs 1996:6). By 1852, Neal Ferris notes, “most of the Walpole Island
community was still characterized as being away from the reserve a good six months of the year;”
a decade later, a quarter of Walpole Island households were still not engaged in agriculture at all,
and a third only marginally (Ferris 2009:71,74). This was not the assimilation the Crown wished.
Ideologically and politically as well, the emergent Walpole Island community forged its
identity in its relations with the institutions of the dominant culture. In 1844, a pair of Jesuit priests,
unannounced, erected a mission on the sacred Highbanks ground, cutting down a sacred oak grove
in the process. Challenged to a debate by Oshawana, an ancient Shawnee and comrade-in-arms of
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Tecumseh, and the Chippewa chief Petrokeshig, the clerics were unable to convince their wouldbe converts of the superiority of their religion. Within a few years, the mission mysteriously
burned, and the priests gave up their efforts (Jacobs 1996:7). An Ojibwe commented that though
the chapel might be rebuilt from brick and stone, it would burn again (Delâge, Tanner and Chazelle
1994:297). Today the Tecumseh memorial (Figure 3.4) stands on the site.
Politically as well, solidarity emerged. In 1869, a coalition of the Three Fires petitioned
the Governor General, Sir John Young, as the “Chippeway, Pottawatomy and Ottawa Indians of
Walpole Island,” asserting their claims to their ancestral homelands along the Detroit River and
western Lake Erie (Anonymous 1869). Although unsuccessful in regaining their ceded territory,
the action demonstrated that the Three Fires nations could act collectively while maintaining tribal
identity. A remarkable map from 1915 (Figure 3.5) depicts the resources of Walpole Island,
shedding light on both its vegetation zonation and its settlement pattern. The lower-lying modern
delta is largely marshland, while the higher premodern delta shows extensive timber stands,
dominated by elm, oak, basswood (linden) and ash. The centrally-located Potawatomi settlement
shows an area of “good farm land,” immediately to its south, with a larger area, labeled “well
suited for agriculture” (presumably not yet under cultivation), just beyond. A similar situation
obtains in the north of the island, where the Chippewa settlement has “land under cultivation”
adjacent, and “good farm land” nearby.
With sustained effort, the Walpole Island First Nations have engaged with, yet remained
distinct from, the American and Canadian cultures, whether it be politics, commercial agriculture,
industry, or tourism. The community-based research arm of the Walpole Island Band Council,
known as Nin.Da.Waab.Jig (“those who seek to find”), has made its mission the preservation and
understanding of their heritage: environmental stewardship (Beckford et al. 2010), oral and
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Figure 3.4. Monument to Tecumseh on Walpole Island, dedication ceremony October 5,
2015. Sculpture by Toulouse Bebamikawe (Anishinabek News)
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Figure 3.5. “Plan of Walpole Island Indian Reserve,” 1915, showing settlements,
agriculture, and natural resources. (Archives Canada).
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archival history, language (Wetzel 2006), foodways, music and dance (Hoefnagels 2002), arts and
crafts. As a result, today’s Walpole Islanders are performing and communicating their identity in
a 21st-century indigenous landscape—a term that once might have been regarded as an
oxymoron—that has truly become a “landscape of knowledge… a repository of memory…
holistically incorporating every aspect of culture and its material expression” (Strang 2008:52-53).
Archaeological and ethnohistorical evidence make it clear that indigenous peoples have
pursued a maritime culture, and created a maritime landscape, for over a millennium in the Strait
between Lake Huron and Lake Erie. The intimate relation with water and waterborne
transportation was a common element of groups who subsisted as horticulturalists, hunter-fishergatherers, and traders, who lived in semi-sedentary settlements or in seasonal camps. These
peoples shaped their landscape with fire and water, creating spaces for crops, game, fish, and wild
rice. Even before their arrival, Europeans had disrupted this balance, so that their perceptions were
distorted by the appearance of abundance without human agency. As the Strait was repopulated,
the delta of the St. Clair River became a landscape reminiscent of the homeland that the northern
Mississauga and Ojibwe had left behind. These peoples of “the place where waters divide” soon
found themselves in a place where nations divide as well. Ironically, its very liminality created a
cultural and political niche. Walpole Island was only a short paddle away from two nation-states,
both simultaneously pursuing a policy of removal or forced assimilation. The Three Fires, each
with its own identity and traditions, managed to forge a community based on common needs,
values and goals—one which forms a locus of identity for the greater Anishinaabeg community.
As noted in the preceding chapter, the biodiversity of Walpole Island, together with the
persistence of the indigenous culture, bespeaks the resilience encountered along a coastal frontier,
or “edge,” as termed by Mulrennan and Bussières (2018). “Edges,” they write, “as sites of
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encounter and interaction, thus become the locus within a social-ecological system for efforts to
respond to disturbances and change.” This is arguably a response to outside pressures and
challenges, but as shaping, not determining, forces. Persistence of indigenous lifeways, including
maritime pursuits, has already been noted above (Ferris 2009). Marginalization beginning under
colonialism, rather than resulting in the extinction of indigenous culture, has failed to dispossess
(Jacobs 1996; Pasternak 2017:55-56). Even the removal of squatters from unceded land by the
British (Lytwyn and Jacobs 2000:14), intended to pacify the marginalized Anishinaabeg, had the
added effect of insulating them from the cultural and economic pressures of modernity.
Both from an ideological and material perspective, the indigenous experience of
colonialism is being reclaimed (Atalay 2006; Keehnen, Hoffman and Antczak 2019).2 Considered
in Foucauldian terms of domination and control, two incidents involving the desecration of
indigenous sacred landscapes in the Strait may be adduced as well. Both cases, although separated
by nearly two centuries, involve missionaries, as representatives of an invading culture, assailing
the materiality of the sacred landscape. The desecration of the stone idol at Springwells by
Galinée’s party in 1669 was an attack on a sacred entity believed capable of granting safe passage
by canoe—even to the hostile Iroquois. The felling of the sacred oak grove at Highbanks by the
Jesuits in 1844, however, was a direct affront to the spiritual world of the resident Anishinaabeg
in their homeland. The burning of the chapel was an act of resistance and reclaiming of the
landscape, culminating in the memorialization of Tecumseh on that sacred spot. The indigenous
maritime cultural landscape of Bkejwanong having achieved a measure of stability and social
cohesion by the middle of the nineteenth century, the context is in place for the thematic analysis
of the other, later landscapes within the St. Clair Flats, their formation and transformation, and
their interaction with these indigenous neighbors.
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Notes on Chapter 3
1. McKenney, an official of the Indian Department accompanying Governor Lewis to the
negotiations of the Treaty of Fond du Lac, described commencing his trip through the Flats in
1826: “The night was dark and stormy; but we got under way.” This precedes Bulwer-Lytton’s
infamous opening line from his 1830 novel Paul Clifford by four years. Credit for coining the epic
phrase, “it was a dark and stormy night,” however, goes to Washington Irving, whose sketch “The
Doleful Disaster of Anthony the Trumpeter” appeared in 1809.
2. In my own experience, the de-monetization of wampum, and its restored role in the present as
a powerful instrument in a highly sophisticated process of negotiation and record-keeping, is a
striking and encouraging instance of the shift in the perception of indigenous material culture away
from the colonial and toward the indigenous perspective (Harrison 2017a).
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CHAPTER 4. COLONIAL CONJONCTURES: COGNITION AND DWELLING IN THE
ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE DURING THE FRENCH AND BRITISH ERAS
1. THE COLONIAL LANDSCAPE OF THE STRAIT AS A FRONTIER
When the first Europeans entered the upper Great Lakes region, they encountered a
landscape that had been intimately cognized by generations of indigenous inhabitants, albeit of
differing, shifting, and most recently, warring groups. Those inhabitants had long since solved
problems of dwelling and movement by adapting their behavioral repertoire, developing
technologies, and modifying the environment. All these practices had been transmitted and curated
through symbolic representations: place-names, narratives, songs, and graphical depictions from
birch scrolls to petroglyphs. The options for the French arrivals, particularly in terms of dwelling
and movement, can be summarized as: adopt, adapt, or invent. Indigenous lifeways could be
emulated, often essentially unmodified. Alternatively, their own Old World practices and
technologies could be applied, with varying degrees of adaptation, in their new environment.
While the hybridization of indigenous and colonial maritime practice and material culture is
abundantly evidenced, there is little if any indication of the true innovation of a practice or
technology during the colonial eras. Not that the Europeans were risk-averse; rather, the colonial
mentality, both French and British, favored the imposition of the cultural norms of the mother
country on the landscape and its inhabitants (Cadillac 1904:137; Gilman 1836:61). It would take
more than a century for the entrepreneurial habitus of the newly independent American polity to
trigger a veritable cascade of transformational inventions and innovations.
The social decision to enter a remote environment, and to remain there, is largely predicated
on the ideologically-grounded perception of its critical qualities: affordances, constraints, risks and
dangers. Inferring the cognitive process of landscape formation within a given culture rests on the
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assumption that the determination of those qualities will be a high priority among those members
of a society whose mission is to dwell successfully there. Whether their purpose is economic,
political, military, religious, or scientific, it is in the end social, and the perceptions gained must
be represented and transmitted to enter the social sphere. In the St. Clair locale of the French
colonial period, these representations survive primarily as texts and maps.
The landscape of the St. Clair locale, from the perspective of the outsiders encountering it,
was sufficiently picturesque, problematic or eventful that it seldom failed to earn a passage in the
first-person accounts of those encounters. Multiple close readings of dozens of such primary
sources reveal patterns in the priorities and values of things perceived.1 In taking this approach I
diverge somewhat from Great Lakes maritime archaeologist Ben Ford’s position on cognitive
landscapes, where “subconscious perceptions of the landscape are not generally explicit in the
primary historical record but are accessible through synthesis of archaeological and historical data”
(Ford 2011:63). Ideology (in the Annaliste sense of mentalité), while perhaps neither subconscious
nor explicit, is indeed accessible in the primary sources analyzed. Through close reading and
historical contextualization, primary texts offer insights into the social construction of landscape
that articulate well with other anthropological evidentiary types: archaeological, linguistic, and
ethnohistorical.
An anticipated challenge in studying the cognitive process of landscape formation in the
Strait during the historical period was to detect and interpret the expression within primary source
documents of the relationship between nature (as environment) and culture (as the domesticated
landscape). The attendant concepts of “frontier,” “civilization,” and “wilderness” remain fraught
with the ideological baggage of decades of Eurocentric scholarship. Within anthropology,
historical ecologist Alice Ingerson (1994) has formulated a quantitative method for determining
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the positionality of texts along a nature/culture spectrum. With some eighty primary texts as
sources, a seemingly monumental task loomed over this study.
Much of the secondary literature on frontiers over the past century has been a long-term
reaction to Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 formulation of the American frontier as “the meeting
point of savagery and civilization.” Until comparatively recently, discussions of the frontier (as
the “F” word) remained shunned in the social sciences (Klein 1996:185). In seeking to recuperate
the term and its usefulness, historian Stephen Aron (2005:176) proposed to retain the term
“meeting point,” stressing “the fluid character of frontier zones” with an attendant blending and
blurring of cultural distinctions. It is certainly the case that along the Strait, one observes what
Richard White (1982:387) terms “the rough and tumble of social interaction” where inherited
behaviors encounter altered circumstances. “Lying on the margins or in the interstices of cultural
networks,” concur Rodseth and Parker (2005:9), “frontiers are the quintessential matrices of
change.” This dynamism and mutability are inherent in their nature, they add. “Like the word
‘culture,’ ‘frontier’ names a ‘thing’ that is really a set of processes, a busy field of intersecting
forces” (Rodseth and Parker 2005:16) When those processes are repeatedly and deeply inscribed
in the landscape, as they are in the St. Clair micro-region, a frontier is liable to persist over time
and cultural replacement.
While ubiquitous in the secondary literature, however, the notion of frontier or wilderness
is all but absent from the first-person accounts, particularly early ones. The binary opposition of
“savagery and civilization” is not to be found in the French narratives of the Strait. Whether the
missionaries and explorers of the seventeenth century somehow anticipated the Enlightenment and
Rousseau’s “state of nature” by a full century, or matter-of-factly accepted les sauvages in literal
terms, as “people of the forest,” the dichotomy which looms so large in retrospect seems not to
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have occurred to them at all. The perspective of the colonial British upon their takeover of Great
Lakes shipping, was of an inherited French maritime landscape, not a purely indigenous one, as
will be seen in their critique of their new possession.
It is not until the mid-nineteenth century that the familiar trope immortalized by Turner
makes it s appearance in the rapidly Americanizing St. Clair maritime landscape. Calvin Colton,
an American journalist and politician, described his 1833 departure from Detroit (by steamboat,
no less): “The passage over Lake St. Clair, in a day of such unrivalled physical glories, in such a
company, on just such an expedition, leaving the regions of civilization behind us, and just about
to plunge into the regions of barbarism—or rather, flying from a world, violated by the track and
by the hand of man, into a world of virgin waters and into a virgin wilderness—all vast, and their
proper character inconceivable, except by actual inspection; such a passage might well make an
apology for the indulgence of some trifling ingredients of poetry and romance” (Colton 1833:58;
emphasis added). Among his litany of clichés-to-be, it is that concluding word—romance—that
betrays Colton’s ideological positionality within the Romantic movement, and marks him as the
nostalgic Turner’s ideological antecedent. Later in this study, a contemporaneous account by the
skeptical Alexis de Tocqueville will serve as a bracing counterpoint.
2. COGNITION OF THE LANDSCAPE DURING THE FRENCH COLONIAL ERA
As discussed in the preceding chapter on the indigenous landscape, abundant historical,
ethnographic and archaeological evidence indicates that the St. Clair locale at French contact was
the product of an array of subsistence practices by many generations of indigenous inhabitants.
The use of fire to create clearings for horticulture; the selective practice of forestry to produce
economic fruit and timber species and provide game habitat; aquaculture aimed at harvests of wild
rice and fish—all these caused early commentators to marvel at the “natural” abundance of the
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landscape. The earliest, Galinée’s description of the Strait, is brief, but contains a telling reference
to salt: the cartographer Nicholas Sanson had earlier labeled Lake St. Clair as “the Salt Water
Lake” (Lac des Eaux de Mer), raising the question whether Galinée deemed this noteworthy on
account of the practical uses of salt, or its possible connection to the sea beyond. In either case,
salt was evidently not worth an extended digression from their mission.
A few days previous, the same missionary had praised the abundant fruits along the Lake
Erie shore, noting that “the vine grows here only in sand, on the banks of lakes and rivers, but
although it has no cultivation it does not fail to produce grapes in great quantities as large and
sweet as the finest of France. We even made wine of them, with which M. Dollier said holy mass
all winter, and it was as good as a vin de Grave” (Galinée 2003:196; emphasis added). This practice
of comparison between the New World and the Old, favorably or otherwise, is a recurrent feature
of colonial accounts, and is both an everyday cognitive process and narrative device. It served to
situate the new experience in the known universe of both the authors and their intended audience,
who frequently had some form of oversight of the author as an agent of a social institution, whether
religious, political, military or economic. Such textual choices in describing landscape features,
especially when signifying affordances, were mutually accessible and agreed-upon references to
affordances within a specific and functional context: how does the colonial landscape compare
with the home country—to a patron, an investor, a colonist?
Hennepin, La Salle’s chronicler, enthusiastically inventoried the edible affordances
through the Strait, like Dollier pausing along the St. Clair River to “make some little wine.”
Traveling by ship, rather than by canoe as had Galinée, he noted both a strategic maritime
affordance (“there is timber fit for building”) and its signature constraint, the delta. In his account,
quoted earlier, all four aspects that made this landscape problematic to mariners are present: its
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shallow outlets (“there is little depth as you enter and leave Lake St. Clare”); the current, or
“discharge;” the multiple channels, “almost all blocked by sandbanks;” and the prevailing “head
winds [by which] our bark was detained here several days” (Hennepin 1966:92-93). This brief but
critical passage outlines the cognitive picture that frames all dwelling and movement through this
landscape for the durée of the next two centuries. Much of what follows, whether French, British,
American or Canadian accounts is, to some degree, postscript.
With the loss of the Griffon and the subsequent adoption of indigenous canoes and the
adaptation of vernacular French watercraft for the remainder of the French colonial period,
accounts of the St. Clair locale tended to follow the path of inventorying affordances. The reports
of Duluth (1686), Lahontan (1688) and Cadillac (1904), all directed to officials and patrons who
oversaw and controlled their activities, are replete with glowing descriptions of pleasant climate
and natural bounty, often phrased in comparison to France. This familiarity became an affordance
when the French turned from cognizing the landscape to dwelling in it.
3. DWELLING IN THE FRENCH MARITIME CULTURAL LANDSCAPE
In transferring the central fur exchange of the upper Great Lakes from Michilimackinac to
Detroit in 1701, Cadillac and his trading partners, each in their own way, were either creating or
reclaiming a landscape that was cognized as home-like to some degree. Like the Potawatomi and
Odawa horticulturalists, the French at Fort Ponchartrain quickly set about producing their
culturally familiar crops, “the land having shown its quality, and taught me that the French tillage
must be followed” (Cadillac 1904:137). When the Mississauga likewise brought their traditional
lifeways from their ancestral homeland to the north, this too accorded well with the values of the
neighboring French colonists and their descendant community (Blois 1838:180; Pilling 1968:153).
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Each, in their way, valued a landscape that produced fur-bearing mammals, and a human
population that could procure them, while acting as a market for trade goods in exchange.
Economically and ecologically, the fur trade was best promoted by leaving the habitat of
the beaver and other fur-bearing mammals, as well as the indigenous trappers who brought their
pelts to market, largely intact (Woodford 1994:5). Militarily, the royal orders to Duluth, Lahontan
and Cadillac were aimed at preventing British inroads into the French trade on the upper Great
Lakes (Cleland 1992:79; Dunbar & May 1995:40-41; Tanner 1987:39). The thin veneer of French
settlement along the waters of the Strait, rather than a sign of their inability to domesticate the
interior, is a clear indicator that French priorities were best served by securing access along
waterborne transport routes, while leaving the productive interior relatively undisturbed. Simply
put, they tended not to notice (i.e., cognize) or exploit (dwell in) places or things which they did
not need (non-affordances). Although the French colonial era ended with the specific event of the
French and Indian War’s conclusion around 1760, the French maritime cultural landscape, like its
indigenous predecessor, survived for generations, sustained by its descendant community.
The surviving French settlement pattern of shoreline ribbon farms, and their limited
agricultural production aimed at subsistence and local markets, reflects this. Writing in 1820,
David Bates Douglass described the still-extant French-era farms: "At St. Clair settlement are
many well cultivated farms of long standing with an abundance of fruit and ground cleared and
tilled to the distance of half a mile from shore" (Douglass 1969:19; also Vigne 1833:138). In his
history of St. Clair County, William Mitchell put it thus: “The early settlers went to mill and did
their trading at Detroit. They took their produce in canoes, following close to the shore along Lake
St. Clair to Detroit, and exchanged a bushel of wheat for a yard of calico” (Mitchell 1884:413). If
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accurate, even in general terms, this demonstrates the complementarity between the settlement
pattern, the terrain, the mode of transport, and the land/water interface.
The St. Clair Flats, as noted in Chapter 2, abounds in marshes and wetlands, which were
unsuitable either for agriculture or for firm landing sites, even for canoes and bateaux.
Cartographic and remote-sensing evidence of French-era ribbon farms show them to have been
situated not along the meandering channels of the lower delta, but on the firm but low banks
encountered in the lower reaches of the St. Clair River and the older upper delta, along the North
Channel (Figure 5.15). This relatively superficial settlement pattern was far less disruptive than
other aspects of the European incursion, notably the economic impact of the exchange of beaver
pelts for firearms and trade goods, or the catastrophic introduction of European diseases.
In fact, the very nature of the French colonial enterprise was not dependent upon (and
arguably inimical to) the modification of a landscape which supported both the hunters and the
hunted. Such was not the case with their successors, the British colonial empire. Historian Arthur
Woodford has aptly expressed this dichotomy: “the gathering of fur and the taking of land
represented two conflicting visions of the North American continent; the fur trader kept the country
and its native people much as he found them, but the settler remade the country and drove out the
Indians. The French garrisoned the area west of the Alleghenies while the British colonists
established a land company to settle it” (Woodford 1994:5). The prevailing French colonial
ideology, which persisted in the behavior pattern of the descendant French communities along the
Strait between Lake Huron and Lake Erie (including Frenchtown, present-day Monroe, Michigan),
regarded both the unmodified interior landmass and the maritime network of open water and inland
routes as affordances.
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Given their disparate values and lifeways—their ideologies—British commentators
disparaged what they perceived as French indolence. The trader Jonathan Carver, an early British
visitor to the newly-conquered Great Lakes, complained in 1766 that the defeated and displaced
French, “on giving up the possession of [their lands], took care to leave the places they had
occupied in the same uncultivated state they had found them” (Carver 1781:iv). The newly-arrived
Americans were no less critical. Attorney and politician Solomon Sibley’s 1798 impressions of
Detroit were generally favorable, “but unfortunately for the country the settlers are almost to a
man French and exceedingly ignorant and lazy;” nevertheless, “fruit of every kind is plenty.
Provisions are scarce and dear owing wholly to the idleness of the farmers and not, as some have
alleged, to the barrenness of the soil” (Sibley 1917:40). A generation later in 1817, an American
officer, one Samuel Storrow, adopted much the same tone towards their remaining descendants
along the St. Clair River, in the process confirming the persistence of the ribbon farm settlement
pattern: "the country bordering the two waters [Lake St. Clair and the St. Clair River] I found level
and fertile. It is scantily peopled by French Canadians, who reside on the margin, and make no
improvements to the interior. The small surplus of their produce is purchased by vessels coasting
between the lakes. In the rear of the settlements is a growth of timber, and an abundant supply of
natural grass" (Storrow 1872:154; emphasis added). Not to be outdone, the American journalist
and politician Calvin Colton wrote in 1830 in praise of the natural beauties of the St. Clair River,
“and then to see the French huts…to look upon the habitations of that indolent race, so mean and
sordid, as they are, resting upon the river's brink, and demonstrating by their every feature a dull
and lazy existence, akin to that of the savage" (Colton 1833:61; emphasis added).
Journalist Chandler Gilman, aboard the schooner White Pigeon in 1835, aimed some of his
most pointed barbs at the French and their ways. "An hour's sailing,” he wrote upon departing
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Detroit, ”brought us to the entrance of Lake St. Clair. The shores are still flat and uninteresting;
and where the land is under cultivation, 'tis commonly the French; and their poor sickly cornfields,
and crowded unproductive orchards, speak of the wretchedness of their mode of farming" (Gilman
1836:60-61). He continued his diatribe, pointedly critiquing French arboriculture, and by
extension, French identity:
[The Frenchman's] orchard is a curiosity; the trees stand so closely together, that scarce
a ray of sun can penetrate their centre; and consequently, though the outer row,
particularly on their outer side, are loaded with fruit, those in the centre have scarcely an
apple apiece, and those of the most indifferent kind. Yet Monsieur goes on after the
French custom, year after year the same, always perfectly convinced that his orchard is
the best, his trees the finest, his fields the

most productive, his ways the wisest,

because his orchard is a French orchard, his trees French trees, his fields French fields,
and his ways are French ways. Ah, la belle France! Thou art most happy in the affection
of thy children" (Gilman 1836:80).
Yet he could not deny that the fresh eggs, bread, milk and butter his party bought from les habitants
(ethnic French) while becalmed were most welcome (Gilman 1836:74-75).
The French practice of providing, like their Mississauga antecedents, hospitality and
sustenance to hapless travelers was already a matter of long standing (Duluth 1902:129; Lahontan
1905:139; Cadillac 1904:131-32; Porteous 1939:90). Its persistence is further confirmed by the
journal of missionary Elisha Loomis in 1830: “November 2. We lay at anchor last evening in St.
Clair River, there not being enough wind to enable the vessel to stem the current. I went on shore
to the house of a Frenchman and procured some apples, for which his lady generously declined
receiving payment. She also sent us some milk in the morning” (Loomis 1953:38). Had Gilman
been a man of God, or perhaps less condescending, he too might have dined gratis.
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Evidently, the maritime cultural landscape of the French colonial period, and that of the
French descendant community in the early decades of British and American ascendancy, reflects
a society content to “reside on the margin,” as Storrow disparagingly yet accurately observed,
between land and water, even between Nature and Culture, (or Wilderness and Civilization,
regarding which more anon). Greater expanses of interior land devoted to agricultural production
would have come at the expense of habitat, both for their trading partners and fur-bearers, and
would have complicated transport of their produce to market.
As will be evident from a survey of French colonial cartography in the following chapter,
the fur trappers and traders who acted as the mapmakers’ informants were acutely cognizant of
water routes from the Great Lakes into the interior: the rivers, chains of lakes and portages that
allowed them to access the principal economic commodity, beaver pelts. Recalling that the
objective of La Salle’s expeditions was to establish routes through the continent, this pattern was
set early: the maritime cultural landscape of the Great Lakes during the French colonial period was
not so much about controlling territory as it was about controlling connectivity—to trading
partners and the furs they brought to market.
The early French military presence in the Strait, as a form of dwelling, reflects this
ideology. Sent to establish a fort in 1686, Duluth garrisoned a position near the head of the St.
Clair River, near the eventual site of Port Huron. “If we continue to maintain this Establishment,”
he wrote to the Comte de Ponchartrain, “it will be a means of preventing the English from coming
to take possession of it, to deprive us of the Trade with the Nations up above; of holding the
Iroquois in check; and of maintaining our allies in their duty” (Duluth 1902:129). By 1688,
however, Lahontan, sent to command the fort, instead deemed it unnecessary and burned it. “The
Garrison,” unregulated fur traders called coureurs de bois, “surrendered their Post very chearfully
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to my Detachment; and then pursued their Commerce with our Savages, for every one had leave
to go where he pleas’d” (Lahonan 1905 140). So stood French military matters in the region until
Cadillac’s move from Michilimackinac to Fort Ponchartrain, below Lake St. Clair, in 1701.
Under the succeeding British colonial period, the natives lost economic importance and
were socially marginalized (as discussed in Chapter 3). With the extirpation of the beaver stock,
the interior landscape, while remaining an affordance, shifted from habitat for fur production, to
territory for commodity extraction (commencing with timber), settlement, and agriculture on the
now-deforested landscape. The waterborne transport network remained an affordance—except the
St. Clair Flats, where the British maritime habitus, formed over generations of seafaring practice
throughout its global empire, increasingly regarded the problematic attributes of its physical
environment as a constraint, limiting the carrying capacity of the entire strategic maritime
enterprise, both military and commercial.
4. COGNITION OF THE ST. CLAIR DELTA DURING THE BRITISH COLONIAL ERA
The three decades of exclusive British colonial control between the end of the French and
Indian War and the relinquishing of the Michigan Territory to the United States in 1796, evidence
a changed attitude towards the landscape that reflects a shift in values and objectives to those of
the now-dominant British. Where the French excelled in the appreciation of the edible (and
potable) affordances of the strait, the British took careful note of timber species. The fur trade was
no longer the economic engine of the region: the remaining stocks of beaver, already declining in
Cadillac’s time (Cadillac1904:144) had receded far to the north and west (White 1991:477). The
commodity that was now most abundant and valuable in the St. Clair drainage was timber.
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Upon the British takeover in 1761, Lieutenant Dederick Brehm submitted a report to
Governor-General Amherst, describing the newly-acquired lands between Montreal and Lake
Huron. Sailing upstream from the head of the St. Clair delta, he noted that “four small creeks run
into the [St. Clair River] at the west shore and 3 at the East which I have not named as the guide
differed in the names. Except that they agreed with that river called De Pine, for the number of
white Pyn trees that stand about it. The Inhabitants of Detroit had a Sawmill at said creek and got
all their boards and Pyn Timber from it. The Pyn trees continue so far as we went up the west shore
of Lake Huron, mixed with oak shrubs, higher up it begins to mix with Hemlock, maple, cedar,
poplar, Beech & Swamp ash” (Brehm 1883:25). Significantly, the Pine River flowed through the
southern extremity of the great coniferous forest which once stretched north across the lower
peninsula of Michigan (Moore 1915:154). This key affordance, as Brehm observed, had already
been both perceived and exploited by the French, as the mill was supplying the local market of
Detroit at the time of the British takeover. The modest scale of production, however, suggests that,
like their agriculture, the French timber industry was in effect a subsistence economy, rather than
the production of a commodity for distant markets. The British, once in firm military and economic
control of the rivers leading into the interior following Pontiac’s uprising, would see far more than
“boards and Pyn timber” at their disposal. The building of larger settlements, and a merchant fleet
to ply between them, would require large amounts of timber of all kinds.
The chief cognitive challenge facing the British regarded the serious constraint to
navigation imposed by the complex and constricted hydrology of the delta. In this regard, they
immediately set about systematically investigating its physical geography and hydrology. The
political and economic disruption caused in the Great Lakes by the replacement of the French
colonial regime by that of the British, manifested itself in the maritime landscape of the St. Clair
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Flats as a problem of movement, particularly upstream through its multiple winding and obstructed
channels. Whereas the French fur trade had quickly adapted its maritime technology and practice
along indigenous and vernacular lines following the loss of the Griffin in 1679, the British appeared
determined to pursue a European style of navigation. This could only be accomplished with
substantial difficulty and risk, even with a thorough knowledge of the hydrology of the Flats—
knowledge they did not yet possess. As with landscape formation in general, a modicum of
cognition, the knowing of a place, was a precondition of effective movement and dwelling there.
By the same token, movement and dwelling operate recursively upon each other and upon
cognition, adding to the body of knowledge of a place in terms of where and how one can go, or
stay. In nautical practice, trial and error featured prominently.
The process of knowing the landscape of the Flats during British colonial rule was
undertaken by scouting and survey parties upon the British takeover following the French and
Indian War. From Brehm’s 1761 report to Amherst of his scouting party’s late-fall travels from
Montreal to Lake Huron: “Lake St. Clair, the upper end of it, is drowned land or Islands of rush
and canes in swamps,” he reported. “By taking my bearings to them and by approaching found
difficult to find a channel to a fixed object, was obliged to leave the intended line and only guess
it which wants greatly to be corrected. In my return went the Easternmost channel [Chenal Ecarté]
in order to return by the shore but found itself losing itself in the Rushes and froze, which obliged
me to return back a larger channel” (Brehm 1883:25). Such uncertainty was distasteful to the
British, who the following year sent one Lieutenant Charles Robinson back to the Flats. “Surveyed
the various entrances to the St. Clair River,” Robinson testified before a court of inquiry. “Found
the natural channel from Detroit through Lake St. Clair, finding two fathoms, and ten feet [22 feet],
much closer to the north shore than we did on the South [following the present-day Canadian
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shore]. the wind blowed very hard so we could not hawl upon a wind [sail close-hauled] but was
oblig'd to run into a deep Bay [evidently Anchor Bay] where we stay'd all night instead of going
to Lake Huron [St. Clair] River as we intended. The 30th at 11 A.M. we cross'd over a large Bay
Steering E 1/2 N, finding in some places two Fathom [12 ft or 3.7 m] water, but coming within
two miles of the Rushes on the south side of the Northernmost Chanell we came into four foot,
then we cross'd over the entrance of the [North] Channell and in our way found ten foot, and two
Fathom 1/2 [18 ft or 5.5 m] Water” (Amherst Papers 1762). Without realizing it, Robinson had
happened upon “the Elbow,” a curving natural channel through Anchor Bay that was to figure
prominently for the better part of the next century (Figures 5.12 and 7.6).
A third survey party did not fare so well. Major Gladwin, commanding at Detroit in 1763,
“being desirous to know whether the lakes and rivers between that place and Michilimackinac
were navigable for vessels of a greater burden than the small bateaux they made use of,” again
ordered Lieutenant Robinson to “go with a party consisting of six soldiers and two sailors in a
large bateau with the necessary implements to sound the lakes” (Rutherford 1958:219).
Unfortunately, their departure coincided with the outbreak of Pontiac’s rebellion. The party was
ambushed below Fort Gratiot; among the few survivors was a teenaged John Rutherford, who was
adopted by his captors. Such were the hazards of exploration.
Major Robert Rogers (of Rogers’ Rangers fame) was quick to appreciate the land, its
resources, and its natives. “The country on both sides of the [St. Clair] river,” he wrote in 1765,
“is level and good, the timber is white pine, oak, maple, &c of a good growth. The river where it
enters Lake Sinclair [sic], is divided into several branches, by which are formed five or six islands
of various dimensions. The Lake Sinclair is nearly circular, and is about eighteen miles across.
On the east-side are large marshes of eight or ten miles extent from the water; and near the lower
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end., on the east-side, a river [Thames] enters it of a considerable bigness, from which by a short
carrying-place is an easy conveyance to Lake Ontario, used by the Indians who inhabit the banks
of this river, who are a branch of the Souties [Saulteur/Ojibwe] or Attawawas [Odawa]. The land
on the west-side of the lake is also tolerably good, the timber chiefly beach [sic] and maple”
(Rogers 1765:166-167). This disparity in the timber resources on the opposite shores later proved
significant in determining the course of the shipbuilding industry in the St. Clair region.
In 1788, the British military engineer Gother Mann, while conducting a survey of the
military facilities in the upper lakes, made several observations on the navigation of the St. Clair
River. Noting the bar across the South Channel, he added that “from the general prevalence of the
Northerly and Westerly winds, and the strength of the Current upon this communication, it is often
a difficult and tedious operation to get up[stream] from Detroit; and vessels are not infrequently a
fortnight or more in accomplishing it.” His ingenious but drastic solution lay in an acceleration of
the ongoing shoreline settlement pattern of clearing for agriculture: “for the banks of the river
being cleared, Vessels may then in contrary winds be tracked [towed by draft animals on shore]
most of the way up the Rapid” (Mann 1888:33). His suggestion was evidently not adopted.
Instead, in a pattern of disruption which had begun with the Iroquois Wars and the French
and Indian War, large-scale conflict drew British attention away from the frontier. The American
Revolution, did not truly end in the Great Lakes region until the conclusion of the War of 1812
(Taylor 2010). Not until the watershed year of 1815 was the process of cognition of the St. Clair
delta sufficiently advanced through additional surveys to produce an effective navigational chart,
a key representation discussed in Chapter 5. Events prior to that time fall into the thematic
discussion of nautical practice as moving (Chapter 6); and to the outcomes of the War of 1812 in
Chapter 7, when a new post-colonial period dominated by the United States had commenced.
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5. DWELLING IN THE ST. CLAIR REGION DURING THE BRITISH COLONIAL ERA
Such dwelling as was newly implemented under the British colonial enterprise was initially
confined to the construction of the fortified trading post of Fort Sinclair, midway up the St. Clair
River, serving as the southern terminus of the schooner Gladwin’s supply route to the military and
trading post at Mackinac (Jenks 1912:92). The boats that transferred their cargoes to the Gladwin
came from Detroit, or even Lake Erie (Porteous 1939). Unlike the colonial French, who frequently
mentioned visits to the Mississauga living in the Flats (Sabrevois de Bleury 1902:370; Cadillac
1904:680; Charlevoix 1966:40; Chauvignerie 1855:1058), the British seem to have had little to do
with the indigenous population of the delta during this time.
The same appears true for the most part in their relations with the French. There were
already numerous fermiers along the St. Clair River above the Flats who, apart from offering
hospitality and provisioning for the all-too-frequently becalmed upbound ships (Storrow
1872:154), appear to have been content to maintain their pattern of using small craft in accessing
their ribbon farms. In Porteous’ account of 1765, British ships aground in the Flats were
“lightered” (freed by having their cargo removed into smaller boats) by the aid of habitants passing
to and from Detroit (Porteous 1939:89). Bayfield’s chart of 1817 (Figure 5.15) shows a handful of
farms lining both sides of the North Channel. The farms on the north side of the channel appear to
have been French, as indicated by place-names along the northern shoreline: “Pointe aux
Trembles” (aspen point) at the western end; and “Pointe au Chêne” (oak point) at the eastern.
They appear to have been joined in the delta early in the nineteenth century by Scottish
settlers farming the south side, known as Stromness or Laughton’s (later Dickinson) Island.
Charles Trowbridge, a member of the Lewis Cass expedition of 1820, described “scotch peasants”
on “Lautons Island” who offered hospitality to the battered paddlers following a storm on Lake St.
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Clair. Historian Milo Quaife opines that Trowbridge’s benefactors were refugees from Lord
Selkirk’s failed settlement nearby (Trowbridge 1942:136n). Dubbed “Baldoon” and settled in 1804
on the easternmost channel of the delta, known as Chenal Ecarté, near present-day Wallaceburg,
Ontario, the colony of Scots highlanders had suffered since its inception from malaria, and more
recently from the ravages of the War of 1812. A portion of its scattered remnant evidently relocated
along the North Channel to exploit the maritime economic niche developing there, giving it the
distinctively Scottish name of Stromness, after an Orkney village.
The other noteworthy British settlement was at mouth of the Pine River, a tributary which
joins the St. Clair River above Fort Sinclair, where Brehm had observed a French sawmill in 1761.
Two more sawmills were built in 1763, one by “a French gentleman at Detroit” the other by
Captain Patrick Sinclair, commander of the new British fort that bore his name, at the site of the
modern town of St. Clair, Michigan (Rutherford 1958:222n; Jenks 1912:93). By August 1766, the
locale began to take a British maritime turn as Fort Sinclair was now the home port of the schooner
Gladwin. Jonathan Carver, an agent of the fur trade, noted in his journal that the blockhouse
guarded the wooden platform “at which the vessel is careen’d and lies during the winter season”
(Carver 1976:69). This humble feature is the first recorded maritime infrastructure along the St.
Clair River—a landing at the mouth of the Pine River, an indicator of a nexus in a maritime
transport network (Ilves 2009). That nexus developed where the affordance of timber in the interior
met that of the water route to Detroit. The following year, trader John Porteous observed that
“above F[ort] S[inclair] is a pinery from which D[etroit] & all the settlement is built, the timber
being carried down on rafts. This swamp affords excellent pine & sufficient masts for any vessel”
(Porteous 1767:9). These two accounts suggest a nascent shipbuilding industry on the upper St.
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Clair River very early in the British rule, where locally sawn planks and spars could be used to
repair and maintain the Niagara-built Gladwin, careened on its platform.
By contrast with the Pine River locale, the landscape of the Flats offered no special
affordances to a colonial economic system driven by the movement of timber or trade goods;
rather, it posed a constraint to the mode of movement most familiar to the British empire: longdistance trade networks featuring navigation by ship. Even in the extraction of a local commodity,
rafted timber, traversing the Flats posed problems. Porteous described a 1765 encounter with a
party of local French on their way to retrieve a raft that had been “wrongly conducted” down the
Chenal Écarté, a sluggish, winding distributary terminating in a marsh (Porteous 1939:90). As with
the process of cognition described above, the British settlement of the St. Clair landscape was
superficial during the colonial period. When it resumed after the disruptions of war, it was on a
very different footing: as a borderland facing a former subject, only recently a military foe, and
now increasingly an economic rival.
These few examples demonstrate the degree to which texts can serve as indicators of the
ideology imbedded in the processes of cognition and dwelling, between and within the temporal
periodization of maritime cultural landscape formation. Texts of all kinds, closely read and
historically contextualized, reveal ideologies underlying the activities of identifying and
interacting with both affordances and constraints. This remains true when the focus is shifted to
that special class of texts and depictions that symbolize the landscape itself. Inasmuch as certain
texts, such as place-names and labels on maps, are often signifiers of such landscape features as
affordances and constraints (Rivière Saline, now Salt Creek, for example), the following chapter
will focus on that process of representation-as-signification. Here the signified feature (e.g., the
salt) is foregrounded. Interrogating its label, one can frame questions like: what might the possible
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presence of salt mean to a French colonist: a necessity for such daily subsistence activities as
curing meat and fish; a commodity to be extracted and exchanged; a likely habitat for salt-craving
game animals; a route to the Pacific Ocean? It requires a wide-ranging hermeneutic circle to
answer those questions. Place-names and maps are both the means and the evidence of the cultural
process of transmitting the outcomes of the other three processes of landscape formation, and will
be considered next
Notes on Chapter 4
1. All French texts used are available in good translations. I seldom needed to consult the original
language. In the interest of accessibility, I have avoided presenting lengthy passages in the original;
occasionally, however a French term best conveys the flavor of the source. In the case of maps, I
have translated the labels and annotations cited.
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CHAPTER 5. REPRESENTATIONS OF THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE
1. THE SIGNIFICANCE AND AGENCY OF REPRESENTATION
The essentially cultural moment in the act of landscape formation, be it one of cognition,
dwelling, or movement, is when it is shared. The inhabitants of the St. Clair maritime landscape
were like any other society: they transmitted needful information in words, whether spoken or
written, and in pictures. Symbolized representations are the means by which individuals learned
of affordances and constraints from their contemporaries, and conveyed them to their successors.
That these emic representations, once transmitted and curated, later become valuable objects of
etic labeling, organization and analysis, is liable to obscure their essential nature and function in
their original context of creation and usage. Thus, while naming and mapping are not indispensable
preconditions for actual movement through a maritime landscape, their introduction to this
thematic study following the discussions of cognition and dwelling, but prior to that of movement,
greatly facilitates the last.
The dual function of names, emic and etic is implicit in the words of Kristin Ilves: “For
people who gave and used place names, these were primarily a means of communication for
navigating in the landscape and using it. Toponyms often reflect the possible cause of their origin
and often we find information about the relation between people and locations” (Ilves 2006:9293). In Keith Basso’s judgement, place names are the place to seek these relations par excellence,
being “arguably among the most highly charged and richly evocative of all linguistic symbols”
(Basso 1988:103). Moreover, one may learn about relations between groups as well. The act of
naming (and particularly re-naming) is frequently exercised by a hegemonic group: “naming a
place is always a socially embedded act, one that involves power relations” (Vuolteenaho and Berg
2009:9). As related below, the dual names of Walpole Island and Bkejwanong are just such a case.
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The inclusion of this linguistic component within the research program of historical
ecology mobilizes a useful theoretical perspective and methodological toolkit. As folklorist Ronald
Baker puts it, “the ultimate goal of onomastics [the study of proper names] is to throw some light
on the weltanschauung [worldview] of any given community; it does so through an
interdisciplinary study of names and all their ancillary manifestations within an enveloping culture,
rather than simply focusing on names themselves as mere words.” Specifically, he continues,
“place-name research is truly an interdisciplinary study; for not only must the researcher handle
linguistic, historical, geographical, and folkloristic data, but he must also provide sociological and
psychological analyses of the data he collects” (Baker 1972:368-369). Substituting “ideology” for
weltanschauung, the mission becomes daunting, but clear—and promising: place names are liable
to possess both meaning and agency in a number of ways.
The cartographical symbolization of the landscape, especially maps combining text labels,
symbols, and pictorial features, is a robust and information-dense medium of conveying ideology,
as reflected in the selection and expression of affordances and constraints. The foregoing instance
of “Lac des Eaux de Mer” is a good example. Today, that briefly-used name is a mere footnote to
our extensive geological knowledge of the vast fossil salt deposits underlying southeast Michigan,
and our recent history of commercial salt mining. The Morton Salt Company (formerly the Port
Huron Salt Company), centered in Marysville along the St. Clair River, looms larger from our
perspective than a label on an old map. To a seventeenth-century Frenchman viewing that map,
however, that sort of information possessed agency—the power to influence behaviors ranging
from the curing of venison to the packing of a silk robe in anticipation of meeting the Great Khan.
The research questions for this chapter, then, may be stated as: how are representations
(both toponymic and cartographic) not merely symbolizations or passive indicators of landscape
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features, but active agents of cultural transformation? What is the nature and effect of the agency
of a place name or a map, specifically in the St. Clair maritime landscape? Not every representation
can be expected to be impactful, at least in a manner that can be detected at the distance that
separates us from its creators and original users. A representative sample of the two modes of
symbolized representation historically occurring in the study area, has been selected for instances
in which a case can be made for their agency. Toponymy lends itself to a classificatory scheme,
where cross-cultural comparisons are easily made. Cartography, with its greater complexity,
incremental change and sedimented knowledge base, is better served by a chronological approach.
In these two ways, the thematic and temporal structuring of representation as patterned behavior
will give a sense of what people, places and things were deemed most meaningful to name or
depict during a given period and in the expression and furtherance of what ideology.
2. TOPONYMY IN THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE
Naming is power-the creative power to call something into being, to render the invisible
visible, to impart a certain character to things. (Tuan 1991:688)
Place-naming, or toponymy, makes a practical starting point, not only because the
relationships between these representations of specific places forms the stuff that maps and texts
are made of, but because they lend themselves most readily to the creation of typologies and
classificatory systems—a methodological tradition with roots in anthropology, stretching from
Franz Boas to Keith Basso. Typologies can be ad hoc, specific to the context of a given landscape
(Waterman 1922; Thornton 1997), particularly taskscapes (Van Gijseghem and Whalen 2017).
Accordingly, I have created a classification scheme based on place-naming in the St. Clair
maritime landscape. There is a modest quantitative aspect to the findings: some types offer
numerous instances, some only a few. Many places have held several names in succession, each
marking a transition, often from one period to another. The typology is first presented in outline
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form, listing a few examples of each type by way of illustration. In discussion, several cases have
been chosen to illustrate the process by which they received their names, and how the resultant
toponymic representation (the signifier), as much as the thing signified, can be seen as possessing
agency in the formation of social relations.
Typology of Maritime Place Names in the St. Clair Landscape
•

Names indicating maritime movement and related activities
o Passages, transport corridors: The Elbow; New Ship Channel; Grocery Cut
o Landings, wharfs: Ward’s Landing; Palmer’s Landing; Roberts Landing
o Harbors, havens: Anchor Bay; New Port
o Danger, obstruction: “the bar” at the mouth of North and South Channels
o Navigational landmark: Plum Bush Island
o Shipyards and associated infrastructure: Marine City
o Portages: [none present in the study area]1

•

Names with a landscape attribute
o Affordance (subsistence or commodity): Salt Creek; Pine River; Belle River
o Constraint: The Elbow; Blind Channel
o Physical appearance: Chenal à Bout Ronde; L’Anse Creuse; Ganatchio
o Flora or fauna: Grassy Island; Stag Island; Swan Creek; Goose Bay

•

Names indicating dwelling by a social group
o Indigenous: Otsi-keta; Chematogan Channel; Bkejwanong; Pacasanecayank
o French: Lac des Eaux de Mer; Chenal Ecarté; Baby Point; Sans Souci
o British or Canadian: Baldoon; Stromness Island; Walpole Island
o American: Yankee Point; Algonac
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•

Names with local historical attribute
o Settlement: Baldoon; Anchorville; Fair Haven
o Military: Fort St. Joseph; Fort Sinclair; Fort Gratiot
o Recreation: The Old Club; Canada Club; Tashmoo Park
o Historical Event: Doty Highway
Following Westerdahl (1992), the typology of movement is structured around maritime

practice, foregrounding the process of movement, while allowing scope for related processes of
cognition and dwelling. While he does not construct a formal scheme, averring that “the principles
of maritime name-giving are universal,” his discussion of Scandinavian practice gives first place
to the naming of “blockages,” followed by sailing-routes, aids to navigation, natural landmarks,
warnings of danger, and socio-political jurisdiction or ownership. “Other features in the cultural
landscape,” he adds, “are shipyards, boat-building and repair sites and their resource (timber, tar)
areas which are also indicated in the name landscape. Their distribution can help delimit the
maritime cultural landscape” (Westerdahl 1992:9-10). This list can be easily interpreted as an
inventory of the affordances and constraints that “delimit” the physical taskscape, and the social
field (as champs) upon which maritime practice is enacted, adapted, and reproduced; and the
identity (as habitus) of the mariner (and that of ancillary occupations) is performed.
Accordingly, my maritime place-name typology begins with those attributes which, being
referenced by naming, place their referents within the cognitive sphere, and scope of agency, of
the practitioner of movement; that is, the mariner. Most are affordances of the process of moving:
routes, landings, landmarks, infrastructure. Named constraints are few, despite the ever-present
dangers of grounding; instead, “the bar,” as the otherwise anonymous natural shallows that
developed at the mouth of each of the delta’s channels was called, was an ever-present, and
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shifting, danger. As will be seen in Chapter 7, at the time that surveys accurately charted the
bathymetry of the Flats, the technology to ameliorate the danger through dredging was not far
behind. Natural passages like the notorious “Elbow”—a narrow, contorted passage through
Anchor Bay—were constraints which, once surveyed and marked, were considered affordances.
In all, the current navigational chart (NOAA #14853) lists eight named natural channels through
the Flats: North; Chenal à Bout Ronde (Snybora); Middle; South; Bassett; Chematogan (Blind
Channel); Johnston; and Chenal Ecarté (Sny Carty). They have been supplemented by two manmade channels: the St. Clair Flats Canal (opened 1871) and the St. Clair Cutoff Channel (1962)
(Figure 9.6). Such is the ragged structure of the outer delta, however, that numerous short lateral
passages, connecting the channels to adjacent bays, create myriad islands, many featuring cottages.
There are at present officially twenty-one such passages, called “cuts” or “highways.” Many have
names that are associated with early settlers (Chene Highway), affordances (Grocery Cut) or are
simple descriptions (Broad Cut Highway).
One named passage, however, evidently commemorates a specific historical event; if so, it
presents a rare, perhaps unique such instance in the St. Clair maritime landscape. At the very outset
of the 1820 Lewis Cass expedition to the source of the Mississippi, the party was caught in a
sudden storm on Lake St. Clair that scattered their several canoes. One, carrying journalist James
Doty, took refuge in the nearest channel, whence they made their way to Lauson’s (now Dickinson)
Island, There they “found the Governor, from whom we had parted, on the Lake, and who had
taken a different channel on the river, encamped. Both channels were east of the ship channel
[North Channel]” (Doty 1895:166). Corroborated by the accounts of Henry Rowe Schoolcraft,
David Bates Douglass, and Charles Trowbridge—all of whom published their accounts of the
expedition—it appears that the canoe carrying Doty entered the Chenal à Bout Ronde, while that
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of Cass was blown farther east, to the Middle Channel, which borders Lauson’s Island. The
sheltered passage that connects them is now known as “Doty Highway,” in memory of a wayward
canoeist who went on to become governor of Wisconsin.
“Landings” were numerous from the outset of navigation in the St. Clair, but with an
evolving nature and function. During the French colonial era, the waterfront of every ribbon farm
was a landing, where bateaux accessed the minimally-improved riverbank. With the British came
sailing vessels which, when becalmed in the current, sought provisions ashore, either using the
ship’s boat of that of the local farmer. It was not until the arrival of steam that the “landing” became
a specific infrastructural feature and naming convention. Lack of fuel, not of wind, sent the
steamboat men ashore, for the wood that was still plentiful along the St. Clair River above the
Flats. At least four entrepreneurs gave their names to the “wooding stations” below Port Huron,
two of which became nuclei of urbanization: Ward’s Landing (later incorporated into Marine
City), and Palmer’s Landing (now part of the village of St. Clair).
Of the two harbors listed above, one, Anchor Bay, derives its name and significance from
the practice of sailing vessels anchoring there, awaiting favorable conditions. “New Port” (later
Newport) formed at the mouth of the Belle River. Together with Ward’s Landing, it coalesced into
the early center of shipbuilding known as “Marine City:” an ambitious name adopted in 1865 by
a community that evidently wore its new maritime identity with pride and a certain assertiveness.
Unlike obstructions and dangers, which were elusive but numerous, natural navigational
landmarks were both few and inconspicuous, at least to European and American eyes. The nearly
featureless terrain of the Flats as seen from the water may be inferred from a single clear example
of such naming. While surveying the Middle Channel in 1856, Capt. George Meade of the
Topographical Engineers observed a bush on a tiny island at the outer end of the Middle Channel.
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It duly appeared on the resulting chart, as “Bush.” When the survey was updated in 1872, the
lonely bush, now known to be of the plum variety, was still there, doing its job marking the channel
mouth in the absence of any other navigational aid. The name “Plum Bush Island” remained in use
for at least another two dozen years, appearing on R. J. Mackey’s 1896 “Guide Map of the St. Clair
Flats” (Figure 10.1). Alas, the name no longer appears on the current navigational chart.
From the surviving indigenous names in the St. Clair landscape, it appears that the naming
of places either for their affordances, or their physical properties, were probably the two most
common conventions. Even when the original names have been lost, it is likely that in some cases
at least, their meanings survive in early French names. Examples of affordances: “Rivière de la
Belle Chasse” (River of Good Hunting), which survives as Belle River, is almost certainly a French
translation of a native original; likewise, Salt Creek and Pine River exemplify the naming of
landscape features to indicate access to a key subsistence need and a commodity, respectively. As
for names based on physical properties: the rounded shape of Lake St. Clair informs an early
French name, “Lac Chaudière” (Kettle Lake), itself derived from the Miami equivalent Ganatchio
(Jenks 1912:24), both of which appeared on French maps.
Names indicating indigenous dwelling, while plentiful in the historical and cartographic
record through the French period, are few thereafter. One exception introduced in Chapter 3,
Bkejwanong, “where the waters divide,” may be more a revival than a survival. To better
understand these conspicuous absences, I must tell a story about a stick-in-the-mud—several, in
fact. The official name of Walpole Island actually displaces indigeneity in two senses,
symbolically and politically. According to the Encyclopedia Canadiana, Walpole Island is named
for one Lieutenant Arthur Walpole of the Royal Engineers (d. 1842), who surveyed in the Great
Lakes, having prepared the plan for Fort Erie in 1818-1819.2 Alan Rayburn’s Place Names of
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Ontario concurs without comment (Rayburn 1997:361). In her account of a journey through the
Great Lakes in 1840, however, writer Eliza Steele remarked on “a body of Chippeway Indians who
reside upon Warpole Island” (Steele 1841:96; emphasis added). While this is the earliest printed
instance found to this toponym being applied to the island, a reference to “warpoles” occurs in the
log of the British sloop Welcome for June 5, 1780 (Welcome 1779-1782). They are described as
being located above the head of Russell Island, where the main course of the St. Clair River divides
into the North and South Channels.
The term “Warpole Channel,” applied to the South Channel, began to appear on maps,
beginning with Thomas Smith’s in 1809, where “St. Mary [sic] Island” was the label given to
present-day Walpole Island. The combination of Warpole Channel and St. Mary’s Island recurred
in the guide map accompanying an 1819 travelogue (Darby 1819), and, influentially, in the 1821
report of the British delegation to the International Boundary Commission (Bigsby 1850), which
pattern was followed by both American and British atlases in 1835, 1839, and 1844. The older,
and now-standard “South Channel” label was used by the Topographical Engineers in their 1842
survey of the delta, as it had been by the British sloop Welcome over six decades previous. “St.
Mary’s Island” persisted until at least 1848. In 1861, however, it was labeled “Walpole Island,”
begging the questions, by whom and to what purpose?
By 1841, “Warpole Island” had evidently become sedimented into the local toponymy
through informal usage, where Eliza Steele acquired it in her travels. At that same time, both the
American and Canadian governments were relocating indigenous populations, largely through
removals west to Kansas and north to Manitoulin Island, respectively. As related in Chapter 3,
Walpole Island became a liminal yet contested landscape, to which Potawatomi refugees from the
American side were fleeing, and from which non-indigenous squatters were being evicted
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(Nin.Da.Waab.Jig 1987; Jacobs 1996). As St. Mary’s Island and “Warpole Channel” tipped
towards merging as “Warpole Island,” it appears that the beleaguered Canadian government
asserted its hegemony, naming the island after a recently deceased surveyor. The late Lieutenant
Walpole, while he may never have set foot on the island, had the advantage of a name that could
be neatly grafted over the emergent indigenous identity, creating a toponymic palimpsest where
the earlier name was obscured but not quite obliterated.
Vuolteenaho and Berg term this phenomenon “hegemonic history.” In writing of the Maori
of New Zealand, they observe that “just as the other aspects of the production of space tend to
reinforce hegemonic social relations, the official naming of places also frequently yields repressive
consequences for groups that do not embrace the ‘elevated’ language(s) and ideological messages
of dominant toponymies” (Vuolteenaho and Berg 2009:11). In reproducing the hegemonic
narrative of the Encyclopedia Canadiana, a quasi-official instrument of hegemonic history,
Rayburn commits a sin of omission, not commission. The island is indeed named after the dead
surveyor. No lies are told, but neither is the whole truth. Presented in these terms, Bekejwanong
correspondingly instantiates “subaltern history” (Berg and Kearns 2009:27-28), recuperating both
the language (Anishinaabmowin) and formal structure as well as symbolic content: “Where the
waters divide” is both a useful description and a common indigenous naming practice. The point
is this: both names, “Walpole Island” and “Bkejwanong,” have agency: they are the instruments
of dominance and resistance, respectively. They have the power to mobilize persons in the
creation, performance, and transmission of identity, whether Euro-Canadian or First Nations. In
the latter case, that identity is also maritime, referencing dwelling and movement by water.
Nearly lost in the fog of this war of words is the materiality and the maritimity of the poles
themselves. Jacobs (1996:1) describes them as long wooden staves painted with the emblems of
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First Nations. A recent study of the indigenous use of poles for wayfinding offers the intriguing
suggestion that the “war poles” observed by Welcome were in fact painted “lopsticks,” commonly
used as directional markers along fur trade routes (Podruchny, Gleach and Roulette 2014:42). The
inference to be drawn is that in taking them to be “war poles” marking indigenous boundaries, the
British misinterpreted navigational aids placed for the benefit of the French fur traders, intended
to direct their canoes to the Mississauga and Ojibwe who had relocated south to the St. Clair delta.
With the displacement of the French and the decline of the fur trade, the original intended
symbolism would have been lost upon the British who, perhaps reflecting their own imperialistic
ideology, inferred a militaristic meaning. This inference, whatever its merit, is what Vuolteenaho
and Berg appear to mean when they write of “exploring the power of naming in the construction
of historical and contemporary landscapes;” where “to take language seriously can bring the
material [war poles] and the discursive together” (Vuolteenaho and Berg 2009:1).
Meanwhile, at precisely the same time but on the other side of the river, the opposite
process was occurring—yet with the same result. Whereas “Walpole Island” represents a
straightforward assertion of hegemony, the Michigan community of “Algonac,” was meant to
sound like an indigenous name, yet was a death-knell for the vanished native presence. Coined by
Henry Rowe Schoolcraft circa 1843, it is a concatenation of “Algon[quin]” and the
Anishinaabmowin suffix “-ac,” meaning “place of;” hence, “place of the Algonquin” (Romig
1973:17). Termed “anti-conquest,” this practice of appropriating the culture of a subjugated people
“involves glorifying the Other at the same time that the Other is denied real power…[It is] the
colonizer’s attempt to recapture the disappearing Other out of a nostalgia for the lost exotic…
Anti-conquest is, therefore, a part of conquest in no way antithetical, but only masquerading as
different by operating backward” (Herman 2009:103). Here again, both the act of signifying, and
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the signifier—the name given—possess agency in asserting dominance, and the process of
representing not only marks, but effects, landscape transformation as a shift in power relations.
In cementing the transformation of the St. Clair delta landscape from two colonial eras,
where the indigenous presence was seen as an economic agent (as trading partner) or a military
agent (as ally or enemy), to a post-colonial period of expansion and exploitation, the policies of
indigenous marginalization or outright removal were thus marked by new representations, either
by overwriting, appropriating, suppressing or fabricating the past.
3. CARTOGRAPHY OF THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE
In the preceding section on toponymy, many of the cited place names appeared as labels
on maps. Here that two-dimensional matrix is foregrounded upon which those labels were applied,
together with the graphical symbolization of the physical world, its features and its inhabitants.
Again, the ways in which the maps produced during a given period not only reflect, but reinforce
and in cases, act as agents in the construction of social relations. A key indicator of the ideology
of the society creating a map is the choices they make as to what to represent in its finite space,
and in what manner. As with the regional toponymy of the Great Lakes, indigenous beginnings
lead through the French and British colonial periods, to the post-colonial era which, in cartographic
terms, can be expediently dated from the work of the International Boundary Commission in 1820.
Each of these periods, however, preserves something of the past, whether practical or ideological.
It is here that the metaphor of the palimpsest is the most apt, as evidence of past representations
persists, however faint or flawed, in their replacements.
In a fundamentally Marxian argument for the social construction of space, Henri Lefebvre
poses a very practical question, disguised as a thought experiment. “How many maps,” he asks,
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“in the descriptive or geographical sense, might be needed to deal exhaustively with a given space,
to code and decode all its meanings and contents? It is not only the codes—the map’s legend, the
conventional signs of map-making and map-reading—that are liable to change, but also the objects
represented, the lens through which they are viewed, and the scale used” (Lefebvre 1991:85-86).
The answer, he suggests, is an infinite number, thereby bolstering his case for the inextricable
intertwinement of social spaces of all kinds. But this argument, tossed off as a reductio ad
absurdum, can be played backwards to even better effect. If an imperfect knowledge of a socially
selected array of features, represented by a handful of labels and symbols, must be inscribed in a
finite space on a perishable physical medium—what then? For that is the conundrum that has faced
every successor to the first mapmaker to scratch a line in the dirt with a stick.
Decisions must be made, and in their making, ideology is instantiated, reproduced,
transmitted—and revealed, intentionally or not. In using maps anthropologically, the task is to
decode what a series of others have coded, looking for patterns in the choices made—patterns that
reflect underlying values and assumptions which distinguish one society, one period, one culture
dwelling on and moving through its own unique landscape, from another. In doing so, the features
that Lefebvre has enumerated become visible: the objects chosen to be symbolized; the ideological
lens through which they are viewed as affordances or constraints; and the scale at which a society
considers pieces of the physical world to be usefully or meaningfully bounded and joined. Then,
as in the case of place names, the map is not merely the representation of the disposition of
features-as-agents (human and otherwise) upon the landscape; rather, the map itself possesses
agency.
This capacity is stressed by geographer J. B. Harley: “Without our being aware of it maps
can reinforce and legitimate the status quo. Sometimes agents of change, they can equally become
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conservative documents. But in either case the map is never neutral” (Harley 1992:247). Both
Harley and fellow geographer John Pickles contributed chapters to an edited volume, Writing
Worlds: Discourse, Text and Metaphor in the Representation of Landscape (1992), together
furnishing a theoretical framework for situating the social role of maps and mapmaking, and a
methodological approach that articulates well with an anthropological analysis by way of historical
ecology.
The initial step, argues Pickles, is to treat cartography as a form of discourse, where the
cartographer and the map can be treated as objects of social criticism. This, he argues, mobilizes
the thinking of Foucault and Derrida on “the ways in which power is exercised through social
discourse” (Pickles 1992:200). By controlling mapmaking, institutions seeking hegemony dictate
ideology in the time and place represented. The resultant hegemonic discourse persuasively
conveyed through maps, Pickles explains, is “a particularly good example of a ‘text’ which has
been presumed to require a straightforward literal reading, but which actually poses great problems
of interpretation and requires a rigorous hermeneutic analysis” (Pickles 1992:223). One such
analysis is supplied by Harley.
The historical role of maps as instruments of persuasion has rested, Harley argues, on
“rules” (ideology in this discussion) which have underlain Western and colonial cartography since
the age of exploration. The rules govern their “positivistic epistemology” whereby representations
are claimed to be empirically objective. Using the tools of deconstruction, postmodern critics of
Western hegemony can lay bare the contradiction inherent in claims of empirical objectivity in a
culturally situated text. Harley cites “recent studies reinterpreting the status of decorative art on
the European maps of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Rather than being inconsequential
marginalia, the emblems in cartouches and decorative title pages can be regarded as basic to the
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way such maps convey their cultural meaning, and they help to demolish the claim of cartography
to produce an impartial graphic science” (Harley 1992:239-240). Typical of such marginalia were
allegories on the virtues of the conquerors and the vices of the conquered.
Usefully to this study, Harley adds: “In colonial North America, for example, it was easy
for Europeans to draw lines across territories of Indian nations without sensing the reality of their
political identity” (Harley 1992:246). Like Pickles, however, Harley is drawn more to Foucault
than Derrida. “Though deconstruction is useful in helping to change the epistemological climate,
and in encouraging a rhetorical reading of cartography,” he admits, “my final concern is with its
social and political dimensions, and with understanding how the map works in society as a form
of power-knowledge” (Harley 1992:243). As dozens of maps of the Great Lakes were made in the
period between European contact and the modern era, these techniques—deconstruction and
hermeneutic analysis—offer a demonstration of how the map served as an instrument of
knowledge-as-power in its original social and political context. At the same time, when
interrogated as an assemblage, the maps offer an insight into the long-term cultural changes in the
maritime landscape.
A close reading of nearly a hundred maps in their entirety would easily overwhelm the
intended scope of this section. In order to maintain focus on maritimity and its transformation of
and by the landscape, a key set of features have been selected as indicators not only of the ideology
of each of the periods, but its nautical technology and maritime practice as well. As normative
agents, maps and their makers create and control movement through maritime transport zones by
providing and withholding knowledge of resources, risks and opportunities. An indigenous map
will serve to introduce the French colonial maritime landscape.
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4. INDIGENOUS MAP-MAKING IN THE GREAT LAKES
Early French visitors to the Great Lakes observed the indigenous practice of making birch
bark scroll maps, curated and interpreted by elders, and used to make long voyages without
straying (Lewis 1998:79-80). The perishable nature of the medium has prevented any known
specimens from surviving; however, an insight into what they would have looked like, and how
they encoded knowledge of the landscape may be inferred by the migration scrolls of the Ojibwe.
A single example will serve: that of Red Sky, an Ojibwe elder of the Lake of the Woods community
in Manitoba. As interpreted by its owner, the scroll depicts the westward migration of the Ojibwe
people from their original homeland on the Atlantic seaboard (Figure 5.1). The significance for
this study lies in its documenting a specific pattern of movement. The ancestors of the Ojibwe,
then part of a general Anishinaabeg westward movement, first passed northward by ascending the
Ottawa River, leaving the St. Lawrence River near the present site of Montreal. From there, they
portaged into the Lake Nipissing drainage, descended the French River to Georgian Bay, and
proceeded to Sault Ste. Marie, where the Anishinaabeg diaspora continued, radiating throughout
the upper Great Lakes and into the lands bordering the Great Plains. This route may have been
chosen in order to avoid the territory of the Iroquois, which lay ahead had they continued on the
southern route through Lakes Ontario and Erie (Tanner 1987:30).
The significance of this scroll also lies in its ability to contextualize the choice later made
by the French in establishing their fur trade route and its outposts. Like their Algonkian
(Anishinaabeg) trading partners, the French found it best to steer clear of their rivals. “Thus,” states
Eric Wolf, “the northern route was long controlled by French interests, while the southern access
was held first by the Dutch, and—after 1644—by the English” (Wolf 1982:161). The French
connection is inscribed in the route’s sole rapids on the French River, named “Portage des
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Figure 5.1. Red Sky’s Migration Chart (Ojibwe). The lower section is thought to depict
the Anishinaabeg diaspora from its origins on the Atlantic seaboard, westward to Lake
Superior by way of the St. Lawrence, Ottawa and French Rivers. (Dewdney 1975)

Recollets,” referring to the Jesuit missionaries who regularly used it, on maps by Franquelin
(1684), de Fer (1718), and Bellin (1755). The French period in the upper Great Lakes, then,
commenced with the French establishing their communication between Montreal and their
economic and religious bases—Michilimackinac and St. Ignace, respectively—via the extant
indigenous route through Lake Nipissing. Their mission on Georgian Bay at Ste. Marie dans les
Hurons was also accessed from this northerly route (Figure 5.2). Yet midway through the French
period, the trading center was relocated from Michilimackinac to Detroit—a crucial disruptive
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development in the upper Great Lakes during the French colonial era, discussed earlier as being of
benefit to both the French and their indigenous trading partners.
5. CARTOGRAPHY OF THE FRENCH COLONIAL ERA (1616-1760)
The resulting transformation of the maritime cultural landscape of the Strait, then, is a
product of the French shifting their preferred transport zone from the northerly route via Lake
Nipissing to the southerly route through Lake Ontario and Lake Erie and into Lake Huron. As
Harley would put it, social and political forces were mobilized in order to overcome the risks
involved in accessing that corridor. This was presented earlier from the indigenous perspective as
a reoccupation of ancestral lands by the descendants of refugees (White 1991). By focusing on
the evolving cartographic representation of the two alternative routes over the duration of the
French colonial era, the French ideology may be seen in action, as it were—by deconstructing their
maps in chronological order to reveal their underlying agenda as it played out on the landscape.
That ideology, it develops, involved economic engagement with the Iroquois Confederacy.
The earliest French map to depict the Great Lakes is Samuel de Champlain’s unpublished
effort of 1616. Both the northerly Lake Nipissing and southerly Lake Erie routes are present, but
the former, which Champlain surveyed in person using an astrolabe (Figure 5.3), is the more
accurate. Revised and published in 1632 (Figure 5.4), it served as the model for subsequent
refinements by Jean Boisseau (1643), Champlain himself (1653), and DuVal (1664). Their labeling
of features reveals a greater preoccupation with the naming of indigenous groups than with that of
landforms or water bodies. The same is true of Nicolas Sanson’s influential Le Canada, ou
Nouvelle France (1656), which (together with sketches from Louis Jolliet) served Galinée well in
his own travels some dozen years later. A detail showing both the northerly and southerly routes
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Figure 5.2. Modern map with the northerly (dotted line) and southerly (dashed line) trade
routes superimposed. Open water routes are approximate. (Google Maps)

(Figure 5.5) illustrates the density and diversity of populations east of Lake Huron (labeled
“Karegnondi”). The relative paucity of labels west of the Strait may be attributable both to lack of
knowledge, and to the depopulation occasioned by the Iroquois Wars. Sanson’s map gives visual
force to Michael Witgen’s comment that the presence of “‘an infinity of undiscovered nations’ in
the heartland of the continent made the Anishinaabeg indispensable to the fur trade” (Witgen
2012:20). At that time, both the Anishinaabeg and their language of Anishinaabmowin,
particularly the Ojibwe dialect, were particularly well-traveled in the Great Lakes, functioning as
a lingua franca among the disparate nations, even the Iroquois (Voegelin and Voegelin 1964:52;
Wolfart 1988:121). Sanson’s depiction of the Great Lakes was closely followed by Francesco
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Figure 5.3. “Champlain with Astrolabe on the West Bank of Ottawa River, 1613,” by C.
W. Jefferys (undated). (Archives Canada). Inset: Astrolabe attributed to Champlain, found
in 1867 near Ottawa River (Canadian Museum of History).
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Figure 5.4. Samuel de Champlain, “Carte de la Nouvelle France (1632). Lake Nipissing
lies in the center, with the French River flowing southwest into Georgian Bay. From there,
coastal routes led west to Michilimackinac, and south to Huronia. (John Carter Brown
Library, Brown University).

125

Figure 5.5. Nicolas Sanson, “Le Canada, ou Nouvelle France” (1656) (detail). “Mont
Real” appears near the right edge; “L. Nipissiriniens”(top center) flows into an accurately
drawn Georgian Bay. The group “Ariatoeronon” in the thumb of Michigan’s lower
peninsula is a variant of Atsistaeronon. (John Carter Brown Library, Brown University).

Bressani (1657) and François Du Creux (1660). The latter, publishing as “Creuxius” a history of
Canada in Latin, perpetuated Sanson’s naming of Lake St. Clair, “Lac des Eaux de Mer,” now
Latinized as “Lacus a[q]uarum Marinaru[s]” (Figure 5.6).
In these early maps, numerous unnamed tributary streams line the transport corridor, as
seen in the Sanson and Creuxius versions of Lake Erie (Figures 5.5 and 5.6). With Bernou (1675)
and Franquelin (1684), several things began to change. First, named places, particularly inland
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lakes, tributary streams, islands and portages, became more numerous, as the French cartographers
received reports from missionaries, explorers and coureurs de bois (independent fur traders), along
both the northern (Lake Nipissing) and southern (Lake Erie) corridors. Franquelin (Figure 5.7)
shows dozens of named features—rivers, inland lakes, villages, islands—radiating outward from
Fort Frontenac, established on Lake Ontario a decade earlier. Second, the names of occupying
groups became correspondingly less numerous. The maps became more geographical and less
ethnographic, as it were. In what is now southwest Ontario, the reason is obvious. Bernou shows
group after group as “nation detruite” (destroyed nation). Franquelin labels Huronia “Ancien Pays
des Hurons” (ancient land of the Hurons); the lands of the Petun and Neutrals are likewise
identified in the past tense: “Ou estoit la Nation du Petun” (where the Petun Nation was).

Figure 5.6. François Du Creux (Creuxius), “Tabula Novae Franciae, Anno 1660” (detail).
Lake St. Clair appears as “Lacus aquarum marinaru.” (Archives Canada).
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The cartographers had at last caught up with the events of previous decades, as the ruinous
Iroquois Wars produced the abandoned landscapes witnessed by Galinée and Hennepin. The
French, in building Fort Frontenac, erected not only a bulwark against British incursion from the
south, but a platform from which to seek rapprochement with the ascendant Iroquois through trade
(Wolf 1982:169). The northerly Lake Nipissing route was still evidently preferred for the purposes
of the fur trade, as it traversed more productive beaver habitat, but the southerly Lake Erie route
through Iroquois territory, used for goods and diplomacy, was no longer marginal. Coronelli’s map
of 1688 (Figure 5.8) depicts both routes to Michilimackinac with roughly equal accuracy, but with
little detail of the southerly route beyond Lake Ontario. The Strait between Lakes Erie and Huron
would soon prove pivotal in the shift to the southern route. In establishing Fort St. Joseph in 1686

Figure 5.7. Jean Baptiste Louis Franquelin, “Carte de la Louisiane” (1684) (detail). Note
proliferation of place-names surrounding Lake Ontario (Lac Frontenac). Fort Frontenac
(established 1673) is located in the northeast sector of the lake (Library of Congress).
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near the present site of Port Huron, Duluth submitted glowing reports of the bounty of the Strait,
which were echoed by Lahontan, who nevertheless abandoned the fort two years later, deeming it
unnecessary (Duluth 1902; Lahontan 1905). These doubtless helped entice the ambitious Antoine
de la Mothe Cadillac, appointed by Governor Frontenac to command at Michilimackinac in 1694,
to seek greener pastures to the south. With Cadillac’s relocation of the French fur trade’s Great
Lakes hub, attention to mapping of the Strait in detail commenced. Cadillac’s unnamed 1702 map
of “Detroit Erié,” as the Strait was called (Figure 5.9), drew attention to the most strategic location
on the Erie route. It was soon followed by Jean-Baptiste Couagne’s “Nouvelle France” (1711). So
detailed that it was classified by the French in the atmosphere of escalating tensions with the

Figure 5.8. Vincenzo Coronelli, “Partie Occidentale du Canada ou de la Nouvelle
France” (1688) (detail). Note multiple naming of the Great Lakes (as many as four).
“Lac Ste. Claire” is also labeled “Tsiketo” and “des Eaux Salées.” (Library of Congress)
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British, it established a cartographic benchmark for subsequent efforts (Figure 5.10). The
American-born Couagne introduced numerous and significant features, particularly tributary
rivers. On the Michigan side, he locates the “Huron,” (now Clinton); Rouge; Ecorse; “Raizin;” and
“Miamis” (Maumee). On the Ontario side, the Cedar and Canard are marked; what may be the
Thames is unmarked, and has its mouth in the northeast, rather than the southeast corner of “Lac
St. Claire.” Moreover, “les Mississagues,” a village of “two hundred men” is depicted at the mouth
of the westward-flowing river, suggesting that it may be a conflation of the Thames with the
Chenal Ecarté. More significant, the delta is not depicted with any degree of accuracy. Instead,

Figure 5.9. Antoine de Lamothe Cadillac, [“Detroit Erié”] (1702). Most of the major
navigational features of the Strait are present, albeit often in rudimentary form, including
the islands and channels of the St. Clair delta. Note the depiction of a sailing canoe in
a recognizable Anchor Bay. (Wikimedia Commons)
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Lake St. Clair is shown uniformly studded with islets, simply indicating its complex but arbitrary
navigation: all routes through the delta were passable by canoe, and all led either upstream to the
main course of the St. Clair River and the Mississauga village, or downstream through Lake St.
Clair to Fort Ponchartrain.
The high point of French cartographic representation of the Strait thus belongs to Sieur de
Boishébert, commander at Fort Ponchartrain from 1730 to 1733. Upon his arrival at Detroit he

Figure 5.10. Jean-Baptiste Couagne, “Nouvelle France” (1711). Note the “Missisagues”
at the mouth of an unnamed river. (Bibliotheque National de France).
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began a survey of the entire Strait, completing it in 1731 (Beauharnois 1906:141). The result was
unsurpassed for eighty-five years (Figure 3.2). The latitude of the Strait was given at 42o 4’N,
which corresponds exactly to the mouth of the Detroit River, at a time when precision to within
15 minutes of latitude was considered good. The St. Clair maritime landscape had assumed the
shape and features of the taskscape that persisted into the modern era, including the main tributaries
to Lake St. Clair and the St. Clair River. Above all, the delta was accurately represented, with the
North, Middle and South Channels, the Chenal à Bout Ronde and the Chenal Ecarté. Walpole,
Squirrel, and Harsens Islands are identifiable, with the last showing the Mississauga village, and
labeled “Île de Nénche.”3 Like Couagne’s map, Boishébert’s effort was submitted directly to the
colonial authorities, and appears to have been intended for official use only, as its features do not
appear in subsequent commercial maps. As the French continued to use small craft (Figure 5.9),
the prospect of building upon Boishébert’s work to determine the optimal route through the St.
Clair delta for large vessels never came to fruition under French rule.
Ironically, the most influential cartographer of the closing years of the French period,
Jacques Bellin, was so due not to his accuracy—quite the opposite, in fact. In 1744, Bellin
published his “Carte des Lacs du Canada,” showing all five Great Lakes with their modern names
(Figure 5.11). The St. Clair system is dotted with sixteen tiny islands, arranged like peas in a pod.
The Thames River, though nameless, is noted as “river that ascends 80 leagues without rapids”
(Riv. qu’on remonte 80 lieues sans trouver des saults), which is precisely correct. On the other
hand two spurious features debuted as well: a large but fictional Isle Phillipeaux in the center of
Lake Superior, and a phantom plateau (terrain plus elevé) running the length of Michigan’s lower
peninsula. Those two features acquired a life of their own, persistently appearing on maps of North
America for nearly a century. The Thames, on the other hand, was another story. When he revised

132

his map in 1755, Bellin’s Thames was now labeled “unknown river said to be 80 leagues long but
full of rapids” (Riviere inconnu qu’on dit avoir 80 lieues de course mais rempli de saults). Between
the classified Boishébert, and the seeming about-face of Bellin, were the French withholding
accurate information, while spreading disinformation? In the aftermath of the British takeover
following the French and Indian War, at least one Englishman would come to that conclusion.

Figure 5.11. Jacques Bellin, “Carte des Lacs du Canada” (1744) (detail), showing Thames
River as “Riv. quon remonte 80 lieues sans trouver des saults.” (Wikimedia Commons)

Accuracy aside, the French colonial ideology, as reflected in its choices of what to represent
in its cartography, called for increasing access to indigenous trading partners in the fur trade. In
maritime terms, this called attention to transport zones into the interior. Jean-Fréderic Bernard’s
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“Le Cours du Fleuve Missipi” (1737) graphically illustrates the shift of the preferred route from
the north to the south (Figure 5.12). While both are present, a prominent dashed line follows the
route from Fort Frontenac, through Lake Erie, the Strait, and Lake Huron. West of the Straits of
Mackinac it splits, one fork going to La Baye de Puans (Green Bay), where refugees from the
Iroquois Wars had relocated, and, by portages, into the Mississippi River. The other led to Fort
Miamis (Chicago) and the Illinois River. All routes required portages: around Niagara; up the
Ottawa River, into the Illinois. The shallow-draft nautical technology and maritime practice of
long-distance travel by canoe thus rendered the hydrology of the St. Clair delta as unproblematic
for a Frenchman of 1737 as it had for Champlain in 1616—in effect, it was just another river.

Figure 5.12. Jean-Fréderic Bernard, “Le Cours du Fleuve Missipi” (1737) (detail). A
dotted line marks the southern route through the upper Great Lakes to Baye de Puans and
Fort Miami. (Library of Congress)
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In other ways, however, the French colonial transportation network was strained. White
calculates that the available cargo capacity of the canoe-based system was unable to meet the
demand for finished French manufactures by their Algonquian clients (White 1991:135). The
situation did not improve for the British when they took possession of Detroit in 1763, and
immediately found themselves on the defensive. Pontiac’s siege failed in large part because the
British were able to relieve their beleaguered outpost by water, using armed ships that served as
floating fortresses. The need to mobilize their maritime capabilities, both naval and commercial,
in their newly-acquired territory above Detroit became immediately apparent. To do so, they would
need proper nautical charts. As Captain Gother Mann of the royal Engineers wrote to Lord
Dorchester in 1788, “Vessels sailing on these waters being seldom for any length of time out of
sight of Land, the navigation must be considered chiefly as Pilotage, to which the use of good
Nautical Charts are essential, and therefore much wanted” (Mann 1888:36).
6. BRITISH CARTOGRAPHY IN THE GREAT LAKES (1684-1818)
The new masters of the Great Lakes began by using French maps which, by design, were
not as precise as they might have been. Jonathan Carver, who had served in “the late war with
France,”, traveled extensively through Britain’s new territory between 1766 and 1768. In his
memoirs, he complained bitterly about the difficulties he encountered in traveling. “I knew many
obstructions would arise to my scheme from the want of good Maps and Charts,” he recalled, “for
the French, whilst they retained their power in North America, had taken every artful method to
keep all other nations, particularly the English, in ignorance of the concerns of the interior part of
it; and to accomplish this design with the greater certainty, they had published inaccurate maps
and false accounts; calling the different nations of the Indians by nicknames they had given them,
and not by those really appertaining to them” (Carver 1781:ii).
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Recalling Bellin’s nonexistent “Isle Philippeaux,” the phantom Michigan plateau, and the
Thames’ fictional “rapids,” one must feel some sympathy for the frustrated conqueror. “Whether
the intention of the French in doing this, was to prevent these nations from being discovered and
traded with, or to conceal their discourse, when they talked to each other of the Indian concerns, I
will not determine; but whatever was the cause from which it arose, it tended to mislead” (Carver
1781:ii-iii). Unfortunately, the British not only used French maps, they diligently copied them,
errors and all, at least until the territory was theirs to survey. Thomas Kitchin’s 1747 map drew
heavily from Bellin, as did those of Emanuel Bolton (1752) and Henry Overton (1754). Knowing
this, the French in effect mobilized their maps as instruments of national policy—a dramatic
demonstration of the agency of cartographic representation.
Upon occupying Detroit, The British did precisely what Cadillac did upon his arrival: they
began mapping their new territory. The difference was that the British, determined to use sailing
ships, were initially concerned less with the shape of the landforms, than with that of the
submerged landscape. Lieutenant Jehu Hay reported in 1762 to his commander that “there is not
enough water in Lake St Clair to carry the Vessels through to Lake Huron,” and that two officers
had taken soundings—those being Brehm and Robinson, introduced earlier. Hay noted that their
soundings varied somewhat, which he attributed to “some roving Sand Banks” (Hay 1911:165).
Their initial sketch (Figure 5.13) covered the western half of Lake St. Clair, including as-yetunnamed Anchor Bay, where they sought refuge from strong contrary winds, thus anticipating its
future navigational role (Campbell 1762). The soundings revealed the presence of bars across the
mouths of the North and Middle Channels. The South, Bassett, and Chenal Ecarté remained
unsurveyed at the time, the eastern portion of the sketch bearing the note, “A deep bay of Rushes
as far as can be seen.” This appeared to confirm the observations of Robinson’s colleague,
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Diederick Brehm, who had attempted to survey the delta the previous November, and found the
“eastern channel,” evidently either the Bassett or Chenal Ecarté, “losing itself in the rushes and
froze, which obliged me to return back a larger channel” (Brehm 1883:25).

Figure 5.13. Lieut. Robinson, “A Sketch of Lake St. Clair” (1762). Anchor Bay and the
North Channel entrance have been sounded; also the mouth of the Middle Channel. The
west shore of Harsens Island, the head of the South Channel and the northern tip of
Walpole Island mark the eastern limits of the survey; beyond, the map notes “A deep Bay
of Rushes as far as could be seen.” (Bouquet Papers, Add MSS. 21648, f 368. © British
Library Board. Used by permission).
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As suggested by the log of the sloop Welcome cited during the discussion of war-poles, by
the time of the American Revolution British warships were preferentially using the South Channel,
naming it “the Ship Channel,” but diverting course to Anchor Bay and the North Channel at need
(Welcome 1779-1782). As will be discussed at greater length in the following chapter, the ships of
the British Navy and its civilian surrogate, the Provincial Marine, carried the requisite manpower
to physically overcome the obstacles to using the shorter South Channel. Most merchants were not
so fortunate, often using canoes to cover the entire distance from Montreal to Michilimackinac and
Green Bay. By 1781 they, too, felt the constraints the French had experienced, on a larger scale.
Besides high-value cargoes of trade goods, their native allies in the north, as limited practitioners
of agriculture, demanded bulk commodities, chiefly corn, as the price of their allegiance. In 1781,
at the height of the American Revolution, a group of merchants in Montreal petitioned the
governor, Sir Frederick Haldimand, for assistance. “This trade in which they are deeply
concerned.” they complained, “cannot be carried on without large supplies of Indian Corn and
other Provisions with which your Memorialists have been usually provided from the Settlement of
Detroit as it is impracticable to carry then from hence: particularly Indian Corn because it would
require such an augmentation of Canoes with men to work them as to accumulate the expense for
beyond any benefit they could hope to reap by the Trade” (Haldimand Papers 1892:620-621).
At the American Revolutionary War’s end, a less labor-intensive and risky commercial
transport zone was needed. An early map documenting the shift of the preferred shipping route
from the South to the North Channel is that of British surveyor Thomas Smith (1809). Smith’s
remarkably accurate chart, “The Mouths of the River St. Clair, with the Islands and Channels
ascertaining the main navigable water which separate that part of Upper Canada from the United
States” (Figure 5.14) designates that “main navigable water” as the North Channel. This chart
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appears to be the first to name Anchor Bay, the reason given as a note: “Here the vessels lighter to
pass the Bar.” The soundings show the bar as having 10 feet (3 m) of depth, compared to the South

Figure 5.14. Thomas Smith, “Mouths of the River St. Clair” (1809), detail. “Anchor Bay”
is now labeled, and the entrance to the North Channel is marked, “Here the Vessels lighter
to pass the Bar.” (Ontario Bureau of Archives).
Channel (appearing here as “Warpole Channel, West Branch”) which shows 6½ feet (2m) at the
bar. A chart of the entirety of Lake St Clair produced in 1815 clearly delineated the narrow curving
approach to the North Channel known as “the Elbow.” Crucially, its cartographer, Emeric Essex
Vidal, appended the following to Smith’s note on Anchor Bay: “These Waters have a periodic flux
and reflux and the Soundings may differ from two to three feet.” (Vidal 1815). Vidal describes a
predictable local seiche caused by south winds blowing into the south-facing bay, which proved
invaluable in negotiating the North Channel for several decades.
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Two years later, Henry Wolsey Bayfield updated Essex’s rendering. The South Channel,
which had long served the shoal-draft traffic, was labeled “The Old Ship Channel,” while the North
Channel, with a minimum charted depth of 7 feet (2.1 m), now bore the title, “New Ship Channel.”
The shape of the Elbow was accurately charted, and noted, “This Channel is staked every Spring”
(Figure 5.15). Bayfield’s chart expanded upon Vidal’s brief “periodic flux and reflux” remark,
noting that “The Vessels lighter to pass the Bar, on which the depth of water varies according to
the seasons, and also on diff’t years, to the amount of 2 or 3 feet.”

Figure 5.15. Henry Wolsey Bayfield, “Track Survey of the Lake & River St. Clair,” (1817)
(detail). Note North Channel labeled as “New Ship Channel; staking of The Elbow; ribbon
farms along North Channel. (Geological Survey of Michigan).
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The commercial interests, which had earlier been constrained by the inadequate carrying
capacity of the French/indigenous canoe-based maritime network, were now served by the
surveying and marking of a route through the delta that could be followed by modest-sized sailing
vessels. The political interests of Great Britain and the United States were served shortly thereafter
by the 1821 issuance of the “plane chart” accompanying the recommendations of the International
Boundary Commission (Figure 5.16). In a departure from standard practice, the joint

Figure 5.16. United Boundary Commission, “Plane Chart” of Lake St. Clair (1821),
showing the U.S.- Canada border following the South Channel. (Bigsby, 1850).
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commissioners retained the designation of the North Channel as the official shipping channel, yet
determined the course of the South Channel as the international boundary. From this point, the
initiative in the cartography of the St. Clair system passed largely to the Americans, as it was
driven by the hydrographic surveys of the Bureau of Topographic Engineers commencing in the
1840s.
In sum, with each successive survey, the colonial British mariners were better able to adapt
both their behavior and their technology to achieve their social, economic, and military goals.
Especially when combined with surviving ships’ logs, our best evidence of their progress is in
these maps and charts: not only their improving accuracy, but their choice of what to represent,
and what to omit. Where French maps of the Great Lakes had devoted great attention to the
locations and names of indigenous groups, British mapping gradually replaced these details with
more accurate representations the location and shape of the maritime corridor itself, as it impacted
military and commercial interests.
7. AMERICAN MARITIME CARTOGRAPHY OF THE ST. CLAIR DELTA
A brief overview of early American cartography in the St. Clair system will suffice here,
as maps will soon loom large as evidence of the wholesale transformation of the Flats in the mid19th century post-colonial period. With minor emendations, Bayfield’s 1817 chart, or its 1821
iteration as the Boundary Commission finding, served as late as 1841. The following year, the
Bureau of Topographical Engineers issued a new map of the delta, based on extensive surveying
of the mouths of all channels on the American side (Figure 5.17). The complexity of the Elbow’s
hydrology was laid bare, as was the true shape of the South Channel bar. Within six months, the
Bureau had issued a revised plan for improvements to the navigation of the Flats. This will be
central to the themes of the next two chapters. Thereafter, cartographic efforts in this area were
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not merely descriptive, but incorporated projected modifications: deepening, widening,
straightening and marking the extant channels, and finally creating new channels altogether.

Figure 5.17. W. G. Williams, “Map of the Delta of the St. Clair” (1842) (detail). Here, the
complexity, constriction, and composition of the “soft and very loose sand” of the Elbow
are clearly shown. (Library of Congress).

8. REPRESENTATION AS PLACEMAKING
As demonstrated by the ways in which successive groups have named and depicted the
landscapes they have created by their knowing, dwelling and moving, these symbolized
representations may be seen as linked to the cultural factors influencing their decisions: the
ideology that determines what is literally noteworthy, what constitutes a place. In the case of the
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pre-contact indigenous population, the modest size of the sample of names, even including those
recorded or adopted by the French, prohibits generalization beyond the obvious: that affordances
(good hunting, oak trees), or physical attributes (a kettle-shaped lake) were doubtless more
common than surviving instances indicate. Elsewhere in the Great Lakes, certain places were
named for mythic events. A distinctive landmark on the Lake Michigan shore, L’ours qui dort (the
Sleeping Bear) appeared on Bellin’s map of 1755 and was certainly in common French use from
their earliest explorations of that area, having been acquired from native informants. The same
may have been true in the Strait, but that knowledge, and thereby an indigenous sense of place,
has apparently been lost, or at least interrupted.
French naming and mapping reflect the ambiguity of their colonial enterprise. Forced in
many ways to rely on their trading partners and religious converts, they blended indigenous names
(Otsi-keta, Ganatchio) and their own “nicknames,” as Carver termed them (Huron, Erié ) with
physical attributes (eaux de mer, pointe du chêne) and gestures toward their noble patrons
(Ponchartrain, Frontenac) and religious figures (Ste. Clare). The colonial French map is thus a
bricolage of the expedient, the descriptive, the politic and the pious. The apparent transition from
an initial emphasis on locating indigenous groups in the landscape, to subsequent naming and
mapping of the landscape’s physical features, suggests a shift in the ideology that invariably
underlies the choice of what is represented. One interpretation is that as the annihilation and
displacement of native peoples continued in the volatile context which Richard White (1991) has
termed the Middle Ground, French society, whether administrators, missionaries, colonists or
traders, prioritized knowledge of the location of geophysical affordances and constraints above
what had been largely demographic or ethnographic data.
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Considered strictly in terms of maritime transport routes, French cartographic practice
reflected their nautical practice: coastal navigation, accessing inland rivers and lakes using
portages—all using canoes and shoal-draft vernacular adaptations. In such a system, strict
geophysical accuracy was not essential. Instead, a detailed schematic diagram of the connectivity
of the larger landscape (harkening back to the Mediterranean discussion earlier) served the purpose
of their colonial enterprise and its ideology. Simply put, the affordances offered by the fur trade
and the constraints imposed by the canoe and the astrolabe shaped the French cartographic
representation (Taylor 1949).
The canoe, despite its virtues, ultimately limited the carrying capacity of their transport
system, which arguably contributed to their displacement by the British, who soon felt the pinch
themselves as they extended their commerce deeper into the frontier. Accurate navigation by deepdraft vessels may have been compromised by poor charts, but their very ability to access the upper
Great Lakes was constrained by the St. Clair delta. Coincidentally, the British takeover of New
France occurred at precisely the time that John Harrison invented a practical marine chronometer
(1761), permitting accurate measurement of longitude. But it was the ancient and humble leadline, endlessly heaved and retrieved by the survey crews of Robinson, Brehm, Bayfield and
Williams that opened the route through the Flats to commercial shipping, modestly at first, and
with difficulties and delays while awaiting favorable sailing conditions at places like Anchor Bay.
Thus matters stood for a quarter-century, from 1817 to 1842, from Bayfield to Williams.
Faced with ever-greater strain upon the transportation network of the Great Lakes, the emergent
American hegemony in North America turned to cartography as a planning tool—the
representation of a potential maritime landscape, a future place. Before turning to that watershed
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development, a review of the behavioral repertoire of mariners—the practice of moving by water,
will complete the overview of the four processes of maritime landscape formation.
Notes on Chapter 5
1. There are no portages in the immediate vicinity of the St. Clair River. The Thames River, a
tributary of the Strait that empties into Lake St. Clair, was noted by Major Robert Rogers as “a
river of considerable bigness, from which by a short carrying-place is an easy conveyance to Lake
Ontario, used by the Indians who inhabit the banks of this river” (Rogers 1765: 166-167).
2. Encyclopedia Canadiana, 1975 ed., s.v. “Walpole Island.”
3. The island may have been named for a Mississauga chief, or an inherited family name. Ferris
(2009:38n2) relates that a Chippewa named “Nangi” was said to be the chief of the “St. Clair
community” during a land cession negotiation in the 1830s.
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CHAPTER 6. NAVIGATION IN THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE
1. NAVIGATION AS PRACTICE; SEAMANSHIP AS HABITUS
Three landscape formative processes—cognition, dwelling, and representation—have now
been introduced, defined and historically situated in successive St. Clair maritime landscapes
corresponding to periods of cultural ascendancy. The fourth process, that of nautical movement as
a social behavior now possesses the requisite context for discussion. Going forward, one must
engage with multiple elements of Adams’ network, easily the most visible of which are materiality
and technology. Movement by water is implicitly dependent on the skills, tools and raw materials
to produce and use material culture, be it so simple as a log and a paddle.
Moreover, the materiality of watercraft is particularly seductive, especially in its aesthetics.
But that is so largely because “form follows function,” and the beauty and emotional appeal of
watercraft, especially such masterpieces of design as the birchbark canoe, the schooner, and the
paddle-wheel steamboat, lies in their superb adaptation to their environment and purpose. To a
greater degree than in almost any other form of human endeavor, the function of nautical material
culture, be it an anchor or an aircraft carrier, is to mediate between the social and the
environmental—to emerge from the dialectic of ideology, affordances and constraints with a
tangible instrumentality for advancing the social agenda. In order to make the case for a given
watercraft as a social construction, it is necessary first to understand the mission its society is to
send it on. That done, it becomes a simpler matter to understand what sorts of watercraft got built,
how they were used, and even why they were occasionally lost. While acknowledging the
materiality of the ship, and the social relations of its crew, Keith Muckelroy’s classic formulation
of the three aspects of a ship centers on this mediating function: “the ship as an element in a
military or economic system, providing its basic raison d'être” (Muckelroy 1978:216).
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It is here that anthropology and historical ecology work well together, as the interplay of
humans, environment and material culture may be examined using various theoretical tools.
Nautical practice, or seafaring, may be considered as the coordination of propulsion and
navigation; that is, making a vessel move, and making it follow the intentions of the people
commanding and crewing it. The former activity emphasizes the relationship between humans and
things, while the latter emphasizes that between humans and the landscape. Pursuant to the
preceding discussion of cartography and its embedded ideology, it is by examining where in the
cognized and represented landscape people propose to go, and to what purpose, that the goodness
of fit between the mission and the materiality may be judged. Moving by ship, that is, navigation,
is first and foremost a form of practice.
Nautical practice, by its very name, begs the application of practice theory. Bourdieu is
somewhat underrepresented in the literature of the historical ecology of landscapes, despite Balée’s
injunction that “the anthropological ecology of practice (influenced by the sociology of Pierre
Bourdieu) instantiates the third hard-core postulate of historical ecology by stressing the
differential environmental results obtained from disjunct economic and political histories in given
regions,” where the postulate in question is that “societies defined by various socioeconomic,
political, and cultural criteria impact landscapes in dissimilar ways” (Balée 2006:80-81, 76). Just
as those criteria, lumped as “ideology,” have been shown to impact the representation of the
landscape in ways that are observably “disjunct” between discrete economic and political periods
in the Great Lakes region, so too do they impact movement, making a comparison of navigation
as nautical practice across the several periods observed in the Great Lakes apropos. In utilizing
the concepts and terminology of Bourdieu in this way, the tendency is to focus on the notion of
the habitus; that is, the human behavioral aspect of practice, while neglecting the champs: literally,
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the “field” in which the identity corresponding to the habitus is performed. The champs is generally
understood to be the purely interpersonal social milieu in which the habitus is formed, performed,
and reproduced, while materiality, when considered at all, is usually as some form of capital, social
or economic (Dolwick 2009:30). At sea, however, the materiality of the ship is inescapable.
Given that the landscape is both materially and socially constructed, the habitus of an
indigenous, French, British, American or Canadian mariner will be conditioned by ideology, as it
relates to the affordances and constraints present in the landscape-as-champs, wherein seafaring
identity is performed through the act of movement; that is, navigation. Reviewing historical
accounts of the practices of individuals operating watercraft in the Great Lakes, particularly in the
St. Clair maritime landscape, sheds light on how those criteria were operationalized through
waterborne movement, and how they align with the ideology of the actor’s social identity.
2. INDIGENOUS MARITIME PRACTICE: THE VERSATILITY OF SIMPLICITY
By the outset of the historic period, indigenous groups had long adapted their behavior to
the Straits locale. They had solved problems of procurement of the means of existence by water,
whether gathering wild foodstuffs, hunting, fishing, or trade. Ethnohistoric evidence indicates that
indigenous peoples practiced open-water, coastwise, and inland navigation in the pre-contact
period (White 1991; Cleland 1992). The long-distance networks of the Odawa (“traders” in
Anishinaabmowin), the well-established portages along inland chains of lakes and rivers, the flight
across Lake Michigan during the protracted Iroquois Wars—even the ritual observances of the
Iroquois themselves at Springwells, all confirm this. The delta of the St. Clair River, with its
abundant affordances and documented presence of anthropogenic landscape transformation, was
certainly no exception.
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Indigenous maritime practice, then, necessarily involved the two principal components of
seafaring stated above: propulsion and navigation. The former would have consisted primarily of
paddling the canoe, except when it was being portaged. In such cases, the canoe was typically
carried overland, but could also be “lined through” shallows or spring floods, using a rope and
persons on shore. There is no strong evidence of the use of sail before the arrival of the Europeans.
Navigation certainly included the use of landmarks, as suggested by such place-names as the
Sleeping Bear, which would have been useful in either marking coastwise progress or making
landfall upon crossing from the Wisconsin shore. It is also a virtual certainty that a form of dead
reckoning was used, as evidenced by accounts of journeys projected in terms of the number of
days of paddling. Likewise, their alignment of monuments demonstrates that the natives of the
Great Lakes possessed extensive knowledge of the night sky, and doubtless practiced celestial
navigation. It would be a great mistake, therefore, to consider the maritimity of the indigenous
inhabitants somehow rudimentary or unsophisticated. Upon their arrival, the French explorers,
missionaries, trappers and traders were utterly dependent on guides and guidance from the natives,
whom they ignored at their peril.
3. FRENCH MARITIME PRACTICE, 1679-1763: ADOPT, ADAPT
The route to European-style vessels and navigation practices on the upper Great Lakes was
neither swift nor smooth. Sieur de la Salle’s Griffon (Figure 6.1), the first decked vessel to sail the
waters above Niagara, was a spectacular failure. Arguably, its sinking in 1679 was not on account
of its being ill-adapted to sailing on the Great Lakes, but because its occupants possessed neither
the experience nor the respect that the inland seas demanded, compounding their error by
disregarding the warnings of their native informants. While the process of the failure of the Griffon
may have culminated in some as-yet-undiscovered spot in Lake Michigan, her difficulties began
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Figure 6.1. La Salle’s Griffon, 1679 (conjectural rendering). (Thunder Bay Sanctuary
Research Collection)
in the St. Clair delta. Père Hennepin, La Salle’s chronicler, wrote: “There is little depth as you
enter and leave Lake St. Clare, especially as you leave it. The discharge from Lake Orleans [Huron]
divides at this place into several small channels, almost all barred by sandbanks. We were obliged
to sound them all, and at last discovered a very fine one. Our bark was detained here several days
by head winds” (Hennepin 1966:93-94). Moreover, the rapids at the river’s head required a team
of men hauling a towline along the shore for Griffon to gain the open waters of Lake Huron.
Griffon’s passage through the St. Clair landscape drew on both the repertoire of European sailing
(sounding a channel), and the shoal-draft technique of “lining through” against a current.
Like his maps, the French mariner’s habitus became a bricolage patched together from
expedient sources. For the remainder of the French colonial period, in maritime culture and
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nautical practice, they adopted not only the indigenous birchbark canoe, but the elaborate
transportation network of lakes and rivers, passages and portages that formed the physical and
cognitive world to which their native trading partners had long adapted their culture. Larger “trade”
canoes, as much as sixty feet (18 m) in length, plied the routes between Montreal, Detroit,
Michilimackinac, and La Baye (Green Bay), often in flotillas. In the Strait centered on Detroit,
adaptation manifested in the use of indigenous watercraft and practice with an admixture of
vernacular designs evolved from Old-World archetypes, always with the requirement of shallow
draft and minimal requirements for launching and landing. Notable was the versatile bateau,
designed to be rowed, poled or sailed, and capable of being scaled larger or smaller as needed.
These vessels perfectly complemented the distinctive French colonial settlement pattern in
the upper Great Lakes, described in Chapter 4: “ribbon farms,” narrow parcels sometimes
extending a mile (1.6 km) or more inland, invariably fronting on a navigable waterway. The
constraints of the St. Clair River’s natural landscape that necessitated these adaptations, the ones
that had challenged La Salle—sandbars, narrow and convoluted channels, contrary winds and
current—were thus minimized, at the price noted earlier, that of limited carrying capacity
throughout the entire trade network. This would not sit well with the British colonial ideology, nor
with the habitus of the British sailor, accustomed as he was to the modes of propulsion and
navigation that had gotten him across the Atlantic and indeed, around the world.
4. TAKEOVER ON THE FRONTIER: BRITANNIA RULES THE LAKES, 1763-1813
The resumption of European-style navigation of the waters above Lake Erie effectively
began in 1763 with the conclusion of the French and Indian War, the occupation of Detroit by the
British, and the onset of Pontiac’s Rebellion. During the siege of Detroit, two Niagara-built British
ships, the sloop Michigan and the schooner Huron, broke through the attackers to bring supplies
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and reinforcements to the beleaguered outpost. Following the peace the latter vessel, now renamed
Victory, connected Detroit to Niagara (Porteous 1939:90n). A sister ship, the schooner Gladwin,
was placed under the command of Capt. Patrick Sinclair, and provided regular service to
Michilimackinac from its home port at Fort Sinclair (now St. Clair, Michigan) (Carver 1976:69).
The connection across the St. Clair Flats to Fort Sinclair still required transportation in the French
fashion, loading passengers and cargo onto canoes or shallow-draft bateaux plied by local
habitants (Porteous 1939:90; Carver 1976:69). The transport network had been expediently
hybridized, as it were, combining the advantages of two maritime traditions, practices, and
materialities.
These intersections between two types of transport zones created what Westerdahl terms
transit points, where a change of vessel type, with attendant unloading and reloading required
(Westerdahl 1996). Each “zone of transport geography” (open water, coastal, estuarine, inland
river) is moreover “symbolized by a functional boat-type, which is easy to identify. At the point
of transit the change in boat-type or reloading process takes place” (Westerdahl 1992:11). This
describes the situation surrounding the Flats perfectly. This linked series of transport zones, using
ships linked by boats, lasted for at least the first two decades of British rule. It was doubtless
awkward, as attested by trader John Porteous’ complaints of missed connections and lost or strayed
boats. From the details of his 1765 description of the passage through the Flats, it is evident that
his route was by way of the Old South Channel: the shortest distance, but well-known for the large
sandbar at its mouth that impeded passage by larger, deeper-draft vessels (Campbell 1762; Carver
1781:150). The discontinuities caused by such transit points were literally bad for business, as
Porteous’ woes attest.
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The incremental movement towards an uninterrupted ship-based commercial transport
system between Niagara and Michilimackinac was accelerated by the outbreak of the American
Revolution. Although the upper Great Lakes were not initially an active theater of war, the British
government responded to the potential threat to its lucrative fur trade and strategic trade route by
building Fort Lernoult on the heights above Detroit, and arming all commercial vessels operating
under contract to the Crown. “All lake navigation was restricted,” relates naval historian Bernard
Ericson. “Private shipping was forbidden until 1785, and trading was handicapped. Arms, supplies
and merchandise could be carried in none but the King’s ships (Ericson 1969:97). This carried the
incidental consequence of placing considerable manpower aboard the ships, a crucial factor in the
labor-intensive practice of negotiating transit points
The Provincial Marine, as this improvised merchant navy was called, included the sloop
Welcome (Figure 6.2), whose log has fortunately survived. Between August of 1779 and October
of 1781, Welcome transited the Flats no less than ten times, clearing the bar at the mouth of the
South Channel without incident in only three cases, one of which was down-bound with an
assisting current. All the other cases required some combination of lightering—shifting cargo onto
boats; jettisoning ballast; kedging (placing the ship’s anchor on a boat, dropping it well ahead, and
hauling the ship forward using its windlass); or warping (similar to kedging, where lines are
attached instead to objects on shore), often to the tune of a “capstan chantey.”1 Moreover, the
Welcome assisted sister ships General Gage, Felicity and Wyandot in similar straits—in the last
case careening the hull onto timbers and using tackle to skid the little sloop across the bar
(Welcome 1779-81). In two notable cases, after freeing herself from the bar at the mouth of the
South Channel, Welcome abandoned the attempt and instead bore away northwest to the mouth of
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the North Channel. The entry for Tuesday, July 18, 1780 notes that “having miss’d the [South]
Channel got aground – hove off and passed by [way of] the North Channel in 8 foot water.”

Figure 6.2. HMAS Welcome (1775 - ca 1787). (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research
Collection)
This observation—that the North Channel route, while longer, was apt to be more easily
navigable—proved crucial when hostilities ceased. So long as Britannia ruled the waves of the
Great Lakes, the square-rigged, full-keeled vessels of the Provincial Marine possessed the requisite
manpower to muscle their way through waters that remained poorly charted. In the competitive
commercial environment that ensued, however, both time and labor were costly, and the laborintensive process of maneuvering a square-rigged ship, with its many sails, became prohibitively
expensive. This was especially so in the confined waters of the Great Lakes, compared to the open
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sea. “The rig of choice on the Lakes,” conclude Labadie and Murphy (1987:27), referring to the
simpler fore-and-aft sail plan, “early became the schooner, at first with topsails and later, when
competition with steamers made minimum operating costs important for survival, without.” A
reliable indicator of the confidence of the Great Lakes shipbuilders in regional political stability
was their willingness to build new schooners, or convert square-riggers to for-and-aft rigs.
The uneasy and short-lived peace that followed the belated British turnover of its outposts
at Detroit and Mackinac in 1796, nevertheless may have initiated a shift in the preferred route
through the Flats, from the South to the North Channel. One of the few accounts from this interwar
period features the British schooner Hope, which ran hard aground in October of 1805 while trying
to make the entrance to the North Channel, and remained stranded for three days, until assisted by
an American vessel that graciously lightered her cargo (Hughes 1895).
Recall that Vidal’s 1815 chart of Lake St. Clair appended this note to the Thomas Smith’s
1809 description of Anchor Bay: “These Waters have a periodic flux and reflux and the Soundings
may differ from two to three feet.” This “flux and reflux” describes the onset and abatement of a
seiche, defined in the Great Lakes area as “any sudden rise in the water of a harbor or a lake”
(Considine, 2008).2 Due to its position in the northeast corner of Lake St. Clair, Anchor Bay
benefitted sailors in three ways. First, it offered a sheltered anchorage during periods of calm, or
contrary winds from the north or east, which made sailing simultaneously against the current and
a headwind impossible. Second, this sheltered anchorage was ideal for the process of lightering.
Third, the confined waters of Lake St. Clair were prone to seiches (Cole 1903:13). The “flux”
observed on Vidal’s 1817 chart was produced by southerly winds, which pushed the waters of the
shallow lake northward into Anchor Bay (Ibrahim and McCorquodale 1985)—simultaneously
creating the two conditions that permitted the ships to proceed upriver: enough water to cross the
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bar without grounding or lightering, and the very wind needed to reach (that is, sail at a right angle
to the wind direction) east to the main channel at Pointe aux Chêne (literally “oak point;” presentday Algonac), then to turn north and run before the wind, against the current.
This would seem to cement the position of the North Channel as the “New Ship Channel,”
which is indeed how it appeared on the Bayfield chart of 1817 (Figure 5.15). The South Channel,
identified only as the “Old Ship Channel,” showed the same soundings at its mouth as in Thomas’
chart of 1809, 6 ½ feet. The depth at the bar of the North, or “New Ship Channel,” was now marked
at 7 ½ feet, versus Thomas’ 10 feet. This disparity may partially be explained by the notation that
appears in the legend on the Bayfield chart: “The Vessels lighten to pass the Bar, on which the
depth of water varies according to the seasons, and also on diff’t years, to the amount of 2 or 3
feet” (Bayfield 1817; emphasis added). It may be that the British Admiralty chart office which was
responsible for this wording was unfamiliar with the phenomenon of freshwater seiches, and
misinterpreted Vidal—and possibly Bayfield as well—in accounting for the difference, precisely
2 ½ feet, between their two soundings of the North Channel bar. It is certainly true that the lake
level varies seasonally and yearly as described on the Bayfield chart. Vidal offers sufficient reason
to presume, however, that local mariners were aware that a southerly wind temporarily brought
deeper water to Anchor Bay as well as a favoring breeze for sailing against the river’s current.
Unlike his rendering of the approaches to the other, seldom-used channels, Bayfield’s 1817
chart of Anchor Bay and the North Channel shows greater attention to bathymetric detail:
soundings throughout the bay, and a pair of contour lines converging on “The Elbow,” where the
navigable channel curves dramatically from north to southeast. Moreover, by 1817 there had been
an advance in the navigational infrastructure: The Elbow, Bayfield noted, was “staked every
spring,” evidently in an effort to avert the fate that had befallen the British schooner Hope in 1805.
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This practice, and the reason it was needed, is confirmed in the notes of John H. Bigsby,
International Boundary Commissioner, in 1821: “the ship channel to Lake Huron is very narrow,
and so changeable, that it requires fresh buoying every spring” (Bigsby 1850:299).
It appears that in Anchor Bay and along the North Channel a local maritime industry
promptly developed in peacetime around the need for ancillary maritime services by the slowly
growing ship-based commerce now using this route as the transport zone of choice. Lightering
cargoes, aiding grounded vessels, provisioning becalmed or storm-bound sailors, maintaining the
stakes and buoys outlining the channel—these services formed the behavioral nucleus of the
localized maritime industry and its infrastructure that evolved at the points of need, particularly
lightering, in the vicinity of the Elbow and the North Channel bar (Rogers 1955:36).
Summing up the repertoire of maritime practices employed by the British during their
colonial period, those involving propulsion included:
•

the hybrid transport network, bridging the St. Clair delta using small craft;

•

lightering vessels to cross the bars at the mouths of the channels;

•

freeing grounded vessels by towing them off the bar with rowed boats;

•

alternatively, kedging off the bar by deploying an anchor;

•

warping against a current using fixed objects along shore;

•

utilizing weather conditions, particularly seiches, to cross the North Channel bar.

Practices involving navigation complemented the foregoing:
•

surveying the mouths of the delta’s channels to determine optimal routes;

•

marking and following the surveyed routes using regularly maintained stakes.
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As with the French colonial period, however, the shipment of bulk commodities strained
the British maritime network at the critical choke point of the St. Clair River and its delta. At times,
scores of ships lay trapped in Anchor Bay or along the length of the river. Sailing upstream was
slow and risky. The attendant delays, groundings, and collisions were costly. At the outset of the
nineteenth century, mariners on the Great Lakes had not improved their lot much in the preceding
two millennia or more. The landscape possessed the preponderance of agency in determining
where and when one could move; a condition that would have earned the sympathy of ancient
mariners on the Mediterranean, where “what we would regard as delays and inefficiencies were
the standard operating conditions” (Broodbank 2013:55). The conditions inherited by American
and Canadian mariners appeared to impose constraints nearly as great as the opportunities afforded
by the opening of the frontier to the west. It is a commonplace to credit technology with
revolutionizing transportation in the nineteenth century: the steamboat and the railroad in
particular. But before that revolution, a great deal was accomplished by adaptations in practice, as
mariners addressed the constraints of the St. Clair Flats with old and new tools and techniques.
Regarding the question of the relationship between the habitus of the mariners and the
ideology in which they operated, it is likely that the indigenous and French canoeists shared a
common purpose: the movement of resources distributed unequally in the landscape. Burials in
the Strait indicate that the region was connected to long-distance lacustrine and riverine exchange
networks, as evidenced by artifacts of copper, mica, ivory and marine shell (Halsey and Brashler
2013). This is not so different from the situation of the coureur de bois, exchanging furs from the
hinterlands for trade goods from Europe by way of Montreal. Movement by canoe, paddling and
portaging, served that purpose. Later in the French colonial era, the habitus of the habitants, that
is, the sedentary settlers in the Strait whose maritimity consisted chiefly of moving wheat, fruit
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and other commodities in small quantities to proto-urban settlements like Detroit for exchange, is
apparently modeled, like the bateaux they used, on vernacular practices originating in France.
The British maritime habitus is divided as well, along lines that are evidenced in the
hybridized transport zones that developed around the St. Clair delta. Small merchants like John
Porteous, trading between New York and Mackinac, improvised the logistics of long-distance
shipping, buying or renting boats and canoes en route, and transferring goods when possible to
ships of the Provincial Marine. Those aboard Crown or Provincial Marine vessels, by contrast,
took their behavioral cues from the naval model, as evidenced by the survey reports of Robinson
and Brehm, and the log-books of the vessels Welcome and Hope: mission-oriented, with military
command structure and discipline. Ironically, that rigid ideology was the undoing of the British
naval presence on the Great Lakes, as an upstart officer in an upstart republic beat the British at
their own game.
5. MARITIME PRACTICE IN THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY POST-COLONIAL ERA
The event that marks the transition from the British period of exclusive colonial control of
the upper Great Lakes to one of coexistence with the United States, is the Battle of Lake Erie
(1813). This classic naval engagement, in which the victorious Americans, under Commodore
Oliver Hazard Perry captured an entire British squadron, would not have occurred were it not for
an ingenious technological stratagem. The natural harbor at Presque Isle (present-day Erie, PA),
where Perry built his flagship Lawrence, and its sister ship, the brig Niagara, was blocked by a
bar not unlike those across the channels of the St. Clair Flats. When the time came to engage the
British under Commander Robert Heriot Barclay, Perry towed his ships to the deepest spot along
the bar, and lightered them of their guns and anchors. First the Lawrence, then the Niagara were
fitted with a pair of large wooden boxes, called “camels,” which were first flooded and submerged,
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strapped on either side of the hull, then pumped dry, raising the ships enough to float into the open
lake (Mansfield 1:156-157; Knoll 1979:24-25). Like the use of square-rigged vessels, this unusual
military expedient would have proven too costly for peacetime commercial use, yet it adumbrates
the genius for invention and initiative that would characterize the new century.
Nevertheless, navigation in the St. Clair maritime landscape began as inauspiciously for
the American and Canadian mariners as it had for the British tars who repeatedly ran aground
aboard the sloop Welcome four decades previous. Three accounts, spanning a mere five years
between 1835 and 1840, pinpoint the transformation in nautical practice between the ages of sail
and steam. Virtually the entire repertoire of pilotage, navigation and propulsion through the North
Channel approach can be found in a single lively and knowledgeable entry for Sunday, August 30,
in the journal of Chandler Gilman, a physician and attorney who toured the Great Lakes in 1835:
“For awhile our “White Pigeon” flew over the waves of Lake St. Clair at a merry rate,
before a favouring gale, but ere we gained the opposite shore, we experienced the
fickleness of the changeful breeze; the wind hauled round, first abaft the beam, then
abeam, then on our quarter, and finally near dead ahead. The schooner, however, was
well calculated for beating, and hugged the wind closely. In this way we approached the
mouth of the St. Clair river. Here the lake is very shoal, and the channel, in which there
is only about nine feet water, very intricate. As we drew full nine feet, our advance
was almost hopeless; though owing to a change in the direction of the channel, our
course was not quite so near the wind. Captain N-----, who is an excellent pilot, and
familiar with every crook and turn in the channel, determined to make a bold push for the
river; he accordingly placed one of his best seamen, a fine stout Canadian, at the helm,
and himself mounted the fore gaff to look out for the channel and give the word. A man
was stationed at either quarter to heave the lead, and we advanced. The wind was heavy,
so that we drove through the water very fast. Before long we began to feel that the keel
touched, and looking astern, could see the muddy water eddying round our rudder.
Still, we kept onward. Every now and then the leadsman on one side or the other would
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sing out, “Six,” and once “five half feet;” showing that his side was already out of the
channel. Now we approach the elbow; the Captain cries, “Luff! luff!” the man at the
helm bent his whole strength to the tiller when, snap! It broke short, close to the rudder
head. Of course the vessel was utterly unmanageable, and swung right across the narrow
channel, pushing her stern deep into the mud. The Captain, who had flown to the deck,
set about making a new tiller, and in an hour ‘twas done. The anchor was now put out
ahead, the vessel was lightered aft (she was too deep there), and finally they succeeded in
heaving her off. We had the more occasion to rejoice at our escape as we passed the
schooner ---- at anchor, taking in her lading from a lighter alongside. She had been
aground three days, and after many fruitless efforts to get off, the captain was obliged to
send to Detroit for a lighter.” (Gilman 1835: 61-63).
Or take the case of James Logan, a Scottish attorney journeying through the Great Lakes
in 1837. Logan's two trips through the St. Clair River typify the extremes that travelers might
experience. Bound downstream aboard an unnamed steamboat, his journey was without incident,
scarcely mentioned in his memoir. Returning upstream was a different story: aboard the schooner
Benjamin Barton, he, like Gilman two years earlier, recites a litany of every problem that a sailing
vessel could encounter: delayed by contrary winds; aground in the Flats; lightered by a hired boat;
repeatedly becalmed. Finally, she was towed by a steamer, evidently the General Gratiot, which
had commenced service on that route in 1831. Nearing the rapids at Lake Huron, the Barton was
struck by a down-bound schooner, with considerable damage to her bow. Repairs were quickly
made at "the village at the mouth of the Black River," now known as Port Huron, indicating that
an entrepreneurial maritime industry had sprung up at this site of numerous collisions (Logan
1871:70-72).
Intrepidity, with a timely dash of luck, gave the advantage to the resourceful. Indeed,
opportunism was the watchword on the frontier, and appears to describe the birth of the towing
industry. We may never know the identities of the first ships involved—the steamboat that did the
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towing, or the sailing ship that was towed, but it probably was not unlike the earliest documented
case located, a decade after the arrival of Walk in the Water brought steam power on the upper
Great Lakes in 1820. The Massachusetts-born Anglican clergyman Calvin Colton, aboard the new
steamer Sheldon Thompson, related his passage through the St Clair Flats on August 4, 1830, in a
published memoir. Their approach to the bar was typically inauspicious: “About four o’clock,
p.m., we found ourselves, hard upon what may be called, with the greatest propriety, the Delta of
the river St. Clair, which discharges itself by about fifty mouths into the lake of the same name.
The principal navigable channels are five (Colton 1833:60, emphasis in original). Apart from his
exaggeration of the number of channels, Colton rendered a detailed and insightful account of what
followed, once the steamer had freed herself.
“The rest of the night from nine in the evening, till four in the morning, was industriously
occupied in running twenty-five miles to Fort Gratiot, having the double obstacle of a
stiff current to stem, equal to a rapid, and a schooner in tow, which with us, was bound
for the Upper Lakes. If this vessel in tow could not classically be called an obstacle, it
was at least a grave Saxon hold back.3 But nevertheless, as the master of the steamer was
sure of our money, there seemed no objection in his mind to get a little more, for helping
this weather-bound ship; although he had never stipulated with us for the privilege. And
besides, if it was not an act of humanity, it was a kindness—it being understood, that
vessels, upward bound, are often detained in this current, not only days, but weeks,
before a strong south wind springs up, sufficiently strong to bear them into Lake Huron”
(Colton 1833:63-64; emphasis in original).

Also aboard the Sheldon Thomson that day was former New York senator James M’Call, on a
mission from President Jackson to mediate a tribal dispute in Wisconsin. “Notwithstanding the
strength of the current,” M’Call wrote in his journal, “the steam Boat towed a Vessel of 50 Tons
burthen into the lake, although the current is at a rate of 5 or 6 miles an hour” (M’Call 1892:182).4
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It appears clear that the arrangement was casual, even opportunistic, the entrepreneurial captain of
the Sheldon Thompson taking advantage of the occasion to do well by doing good.
The American author Eliza Steele, aboard the steamboat Constellation in 1840, described
the towing of two becalmed sailing vessels in the St. Clair River above the Flats: the brigs
Milwaukie and Rocky Mountain. Noteworthy is her description of the towing arrangement: rather
than pulling them behind using a towline, the steamer lashed its companion vessels along either
side (Steele 1841:94,97). In the broad expanse of the river, the width of this arrangement evidently
did not pose the problems that it would have in the narrower channels of the Flats, and may, in the
experience of the captain, have afforded a greater measure of control (Warner 1998:50). Towed
sailing vessels were frequently reported as veering off course, often resulting in collisions with
passing vessels or even their own escort.
From such casual beginnings the towing industry soon escalated, as more vessels, both sailand steam-powered, began to crowd the Strait. Then as now, time is money, and soon a second
generation of purpose-built tugs, capable of taking a string of several schooners from Lake Erie to
Lake Huron in a matter of hours rather than days, became a common sight (Barry 1973:124;
Warner 1998:46). This symbiotic relationship between sail and steam at the former’s weakest
point, has been demonstrated as having prolonged the Age of Sail on the Great Lakes into the early
twentieth century—well beyond that of the saltwater sailing fleet (Lewis 2015:361). As they aged,
the schooners, their sail plan often reduced to a simplified rig for emergency use only, became
full-time barges. On their demise, often by abandonment, they were replaced by purpose-built
barges, first of wood, then of steel.
In time, a third-generation towing industry emerged, as more seaworthy towboats, designed
to push their barges the entire length of their journey across the open waters of the big lakes, proved
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cost-effective. The transition to what became known as “consort towing” was complete (Dappert
2006:26). Despite its paradoxical appearance, the fact that steam power actually allowed sailing to
remain cost-effective is due almost entirely to the nature of the Strait. While rightly characterized
as the greatest impediment to navigation in the upper Great Lakes, it is only eighty miles (128 km)
long, in a maritime network of routes totaling thousands of miles. Once free of its strictures, a
schooner, crewed by fewer than a half-dozen, could transport bulk commodities slowly but
economically, leaving passengers and time-sensitive package freight to the steamers (Lewis 2015).
One additional maritime practice deserves a brief mention here: a second hybridized
transport zone developed in the Strait, this one linking the steamboat and the railroad. From
railheads in Port Huron and Sarnia, purpose-built railcar ferries of the Grand Trunk Railroad
system closed the gap between southeast Michigan and southwest Ontario in 1879, before the St.
Clair Tunnel spanned the river a dozen years later.
The North American post-colonial maritime habitus emerges as inventive, entrepreneurial,
improvisational, opportunistic—all the attributes one associates with survival in a frontier setting,
and in a period of rapid change, both local and global. Westerdahl offers a remarkable indicator of
maritime traits: “the occurrence of nautical similes in colloquial use” within seafaring communities
(Westerdahl 1994:265). Witness popular British writer Anna Jameson, whose fine ear for dialog
caught the novelty of steam, together with the anxiety of the Panic of 1837. “I was amused at
Detroit,” she wrote in her journal of that year, “to find the phraseology of the people imbued with
metaphors taken from the most familiar mode of locomotion. ‘Will you take in wood?’ signifies,
will you take refreshment? ‘Is your steam up?’ means, are you ready? The common phrase, ‘go
ahead,’ has, I suppose the same derivation. A witty friend of mine once wrote to me not to be
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lightly alarmed at the political and social ferments in America, nor mistake the whizzing of the
safety valves for the bursting of the boilers!” (Jameson 1838:7; emphasis in original).
The American ascendancy in North America is inseparable from the concurrent Industrial
Revolution, but it was not mere technology that made it possible. The evolution of towing is clearly
among the pre-eminent developments in Great Lakes nautical practice in the nineteenth century,
but it did not occur in a vacuum, nor did it emerge full-blown. Several factors had to align before
the landscape of the Flats was transformed from a scene of dozens of schooners lying impatiently
at anchor, to one of hundreds of tugs and their tows streaming up and down a broad shipping
channel. In the next chapter this presents itself as a scaled-up manifestation of the “cascade model
of invention” (Schiffer 2010:141-143), applied not simply to a solitary technological innovation,
but to the landscape itself.
Notes on Chapter 6
1. Capstan chanteys were work songs. Great Lakes writer Victoria Brehm notes that they “were
used to keep time when the task was hauling long anchor lines, raising large sails, or kedging a
ship up a river.” A popular such chantey was “Heave Her Up and Bust Her,” referring to the act
of breaking the anchor loose from the bottom using a capstan, or windlass. While such a chantey
could have dozens of verses, Brehm quotes two that specifically reference the St. Clair Flats:
The St. Clair River is thirty miles long,
Heave ‘er up lads, heave ‘er high!
An’ we’ll set our canvas to this merry song.
Heave ‘er up and bust her.

Up the river we’ll sail on a towline breeze.
Heave ‘er up lads, heave ‘er high!
Astern the Flats, ahead the big seas.
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Heave ‘er up and bust her.
(Brehm 2018:121)
Once Anchor Bay and the Flats had been left astern, the prevailing breeze was often contrary, or
too weak to propel the ship upstream against the current towards the “big seas” of Lake Huron.
The “towline breeze” was a sarcastic reference to the practice of kedging or warping, using a line
attached to an anchor, or fixed objects on shore, respectively.
2. Champlain had noted the occurrence of seiches in Georgian Bay. His map of 1653 notes an ebb
and flow (flux et reflux) in precisely the area where it could be expected in a west wind.
3. The derivation of this term is uncertain. It may refer to an impediment in Anglo-Saxon law, as
to a marriage or other contract, applied facetiously by Colton, a cleric.
4. M’Call’s journal entry illustrates the then-current practice of referring to sailing ships as
“Vessels,” and steam-powered watercraft as “Boats” (Warner 1998:55n). This can be useful in
interpreting contemporary documents, as seen in the passage from the Democratic Free Press of
1831 in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 7. A CASCADE OF CONTINGENCIES: DISRUPTION AND INNOVATION
IN THE ST. CLAIR FLATS IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
1. DISRUPTIVE EVENTS AND CONTINGENCY IN ACTOR NETWORKS
A unique and intricate sequence of events led to the transformation of the maritime cultural
landscape of the St. Clair Flats from a problematic colonial periphery to an industrialized
commercial waterway, situated within an urbanized transport zone built around its infrastructural
needs. With key thematic elements now in place, the structure follows a more conventional
narrative arc, following the chronological ordering of disparate developments—social, political
and technological. Each critical event is integral to understanding the contingent and linear
interactions of political economy, nautical technology, and maritime practice, to produce the
observed transformation. From the early nineteenth century onward, the historical trajectory of the
St. Clair locale describes an arc of successive developments which characterize the post-colonial
and modern periods that saw the rise to dominance of industrial capitalism, not only over other
social and economic systems, but over the environment itself, particularly water and earth.
Some of the developments were political, economic or demographic disruptions, while
others are nautical innovations that were technological by nature, with ramifications in maritime
practice. What connects them is a relationship of contingency. This is not unlike what Hodder
(2012) defines as “entanglement,” where people and things exist in relationships of mutual
interdependency, but with the addition of the temporal dimension whereby the developmental
trajectory of the entanglement may be traced. Each of the developments is a decisive historical
moment, both a product of a preceding sequence of events, and a necessary condition for those
that follow. They comprise the alignment, partly causal, partly coincidental, of a suite of
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interdependent circumstances that fell rapidly into place, domino-like, to produce the unique
pattern seen in retrospect.
The role played by contingency, where a unique sequence of critical innovations or
disruptions occurred within a specific landscape, technology, or behavioral pattern, can be seen as
a broadly applied and scaled-up version of Michael Schiffer’s “cascade model of invention
processes.” Schiffer presents this notion at the level of specific technologies—the development of
a complex technological system (CTS), such as the telegraph, arguing that “emergent performance
problems…stimulate sequential spurts of invention.” The result, Schiffer concludes, is a series of
“invention cascades” as each component of a complex technology enables the next (Schiffer
2010:141). As in other technological areas, the nineteenth century witnessed many such individual
cascades in maritime technology as part of the Industrial Revolution.
As an increasingly built environment, the St. Clair Flats, seen through Schiffer’s cascade
metaphor, itself becomes an invention comprised of multiple interrelated and interoperational
components, a particular expression of what maritime archaeologist Jim Dolwick terms “the wider
social contexts of seafaring and marine activity:” a hybridity of individual humans, social entities,
and other-than-human agents whose formation process Dolwick in turn defines and explains using
Latour’s Actor Network Theory (ANT) via a critique of Bourdieu’s theory of practice and its
neglect of heterogeneity (Dolwick 2009). The maritime world of the nineteenth century was just
such a context: extensive, complex, interrelated yet locally varied.
The numerous and large-scale “emergent performance problems” of the maritime transport
system in the Great Lakes were nearly all present in the landscape of the Flats, often in deadly
combination: narrow, unstable and poorly marked channels; unreliable propulsion; lax
navigational rules; and inadequate ship-to-ship communications led to innumerable groundings
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and collisions. No single invention, however revolutionary, was sufficient to effect its
transformation into a modern commercial waterway. Collectives of things and humans had to be
conceived, financed, invented, tested, improved, legislated, mobilized, combined, used, proven
and accepted. Nothing short of a cascade—perhaps “avalanche” would be better on this larger
scale—could provide the required momentum. Even so, decades passed before significant progress
was achieved, and a new paradigmatic maritime actor network emerged; and with it, post-colonial
and modern periods with corresponding maritime landscapes.
Unlike those of the preceding French and British colonial eras, the ruling theories driving
the processes of landscape transformation were not confined to the ideologies of imperial
colonialism and mercantile economics, but of national expansion and global capitalism. The new
North American post-colonial period of the first half of the nineteenth century was that of
competing Anglophone political and economic entities operating in a globalizing and
industrializing setting. The Strait, and within it the St. Clair Flats, prominently assumed its modern
identity as an urbanized political borderland and transactional zone, along with its long-standing
role as a multidimensional transport zone posing navigational challenges.
2. PEACE AND PROMISE: THE “ERA OF GOOD FEELING”
In the aftermath of the War of 1812, despite the atmosphere of lingering suspicion that
pervaded both Washington and Whitehall, peace and prosperity characterized the Monroe
presidency (1817-1824). In this “Era of Good Feeling,” as it was dubbed, two remarkable instances
of Anglo-American cooperation occurred; first, the formulation of the Rush-Bagot agreement of
1817; and second, the work of the International Boundary Commission. Under the terms of the
former, the waters of the upper Great Lakes were effectively demilitarized, with both powers held
to a limited number of gunboats and shoreline fortifications—largely on the strength of the good
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will of the negotiators, the American Secretary of State Richard Rush and British minister
plenipotentiary Sir Charles Bagot (Stevens 1989:51; Fitzpatrick 1917:13). Although tensions
occasionally rose along the border, notably in connection with Canada’s Rebellion of 1837 and
the American Civil War, the pacified status of the lakes provided the conditions under which both
commerce and migration could flourish.
The matter of resolving the boundary was far more complex and prolonged, requiring a
total of four commissions, each responsible for a portion of a line that would run from
Passamaquoddy Bay on the Atlantic to Lake of the Woods, deep in the North American continent
(Carroll 2001). To the commission charged with the boundary from the St. Lawrence River
through three of the Great Lakes to Sault Ste. Marie, the St. Clair Flats posed multiple challenges.
The first was to perform an accurate survey in a marshy landscape that was not only confusing and
changeable, but hazardous to health. The second was to determine the “true” channel of the St.
Clair River through its delta, on the presumption that the boundary would follow the midline of
that channel. As it happened, there was a third task—to convince both the British and the American
governments to agree on the boundary they would propose.
Given postwar tensions, it is surprising that the Commission arrived at the conclusion that
the boundary should run along the center of the South Channel. As in the case of diplomats Rush
and Bagot, that such a decision was reached says much about the character of the principals. The
American commissioner Major Joseph Delafield, and his British counterpart Dr. John J. Bigsby,
were already acquaintances, sharing a passion for geology that likely figured in the former’s
recommendation of his British colleague (Carrol 2001:106). Their decision seems remarkable in
light of the then-apparent natural advantages of the North Channel, and the commitment in practice
to its status as the preferred, and presumptive official navigational route by both British and

171

American mariners. This intent seemed apparent in 1809, with the creation of Thomas Smith’s
chart, “The Mouths of the River St. Clair, with the Islands and Channels ascertaining the main
navigable water which separate that part of Upper Canada from the United States” (Figure 5.14).
James Doty, a member of the Cass party of 1820, noted of “Lauson’s [sic] Island” (“Stromness”
on Smith’s chart; now Dickinson) that it “is supposed to belong to the English” (Doty 1895:166).
Delafield appeared to concur in his diary entry for July 21, 1820 that “the ship channel or
best one is West of all the islands, and next to the American shore;” that is, the North Channel.
Observing “the Elbow” and its marking, the Delafield allowed that “the channel is very circuitous,
and marked out by stakes on either side” (Delafield 1943:281, emphasis added; also Bigsby
1850:299). The physician Bigsby quickly formed an ill opinion of Anchor Bay—literally. Viewing
the “savannah of long, bright green grass, with woods in the rear disposed in capes, islands, and
devious avenues,” the energetic doctor “was delighted, and landed for a run, but to my surprise, I
stepped into water ankle-deep, and forthwith returned.” More serious was the “bad quality of the
water…it was tainted and discoloured by the dead bodies of a minute pink insect, and was only
drinkable after straining and boiling” (Bigsby 1850:297). Despite such precautions, the ranking
British officer of the survey party fell sick, “attacked by the dangerous fever of the country.” In all
likelihood, he had contracted malaria. Treated by Bigsby using “bleeding and other appropriate
remedies,” fortunately including quinine, the lieutenant recovered sufficiently for the party to quit
the “pestilential spot” for an island across the South Channel, then called St. Mary’s but now
known as Walpole Island (Bigsby 1850:298).
Whether Bigsby’s account of the North Channel passage was sufficient to sway the British
contingent towards allowing the Americans the “pestilential” islands west of the South Channel
cannot be known for certain. There were at least two contemporaneous developments which, to
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the alert observer, might have suggested that the “Old Ship Channel,” that is, the South Channel,
might one day become the ship channel again. One of these was the canal-building craze that had
already swept Britain late in the previous century, and by 1820 was poised to do the same in the
eastern United States. Excavation of the Erie Canal had begun in 1817, and upon its completion in
1825 (and the addition of the Welland Canal in 1829) would remove the obstacle to navigation
heretofore posed by the Niagara Escarpment. Conquering the Falls would thus place pressure on
the St. Clair Flats as the only remaining impediment to navigation between the Atlantic and Lakes
Huron and Michigan, and thereby access to the strategic frontier outpost at Fort Dearborn—the
future site of Chicago—with its accessibility via a short portage to the Mississippi drainage. Surely
the enterprise and initiative that could overcome Niagara could open the existing channels of the
Flats to proper ships. In such an atmosphere, anything seemed possible, including a canal through
the Flats. That alone, however, would not remove the remaining impediments to sailing—contrary
winds and a strong current.
The second innovative technological development would have been even more obvious to
the Boundary Commission, as they themselves had not only seen the future, but been aboard it.
The first steamboat on the upper Great Lakes, Walk in the Water, had been launched in 1818, while
the Commission was already at work (Figure 7.1). Delafield, working aboard the schooner Red
Jacket, describes posting his dispatches “on board the steam boat” on at least two
occasions(Delafield 1843:275). The implications inherent in a vessel that could make its way
against a current, unaffected by contrary or absent winds, and that could follow a narrow channel
precisely, not needing to tack or alter course to make headway, must have been abundantly clear.
By offering the shorter and straighter route, the South Channel, once excavated to a passable depth,
appeared destined to supplant the North as the route of choice. Were the South Channel to lie

173

Figure 7.1. Steamboat Walk in the Water (1818-1921), by J. W. Stanton. The first steampowered vessel to ply the upper Great Lakes. Note that she carried a complete two-masted
schooner rig—a precaution against mechanical failure and an economical means of
conserving fuel in favorable sailing conditions. (Wikimedia Commons)
wholly within Upper Canada, the British could be held entirely responsible for its improvement
and maintenance, while obliged to allow the Americans its use.
Perhaps in anticipation of this foreseeable future, the joint commission deviated from
accepted practice, and recommended the centerline of the South Channel as the international
boundary. In doing so, they bisected the delta into roughly equal halves. Politically, the stage was
now set for the cascading series of technological innovations and economic disruptions that altered
the nature and direction of the of the maritime cultural landscape of the St. Clair Flats. From the
standpoint of successive British, American and Canadian occupants and their societies, the delta
was transformed over the remainder of the century from a navigational bottleneck at best, and a

174

deadly hazard at worst, to one of the world’s busiest commercial waterways, and from a pestilential
marshland to a recreational mecca.
3. INNOVATION: THE ARRIVAL OF STEAM
The first steamboat to visit Detroit (1818) and proceed upstream to traverse the Flats
(1819), Walk in the Water, is recorded as drawing 8’6” of water, a draft comparable to that of the
sailing vessels of her day. As Figure 7.1 shows, her hull was laid out along traditional schooner
lines. There appear to be no surviving official records or passenger accounts mentioning her
transits of the Flats on her annual round trip to the Straits of Mackinac. This argues in favor of the
trips having been uneventful, likely by having been carefully timed and executed. Given the greater
charted depth and marking stakes of the North Channel at that time compared to the South, one
must assume that, like sail traffic, she used the same route through Anchor Bay, the “New Ship
Channel” as indicated by Smith (1809), Vidal (1815) and Bayfield (1817).1 Like nearly all early
steamboats, powered as they were by as-yet inefficient and unreliable engines, Walk in the Water
was also equipped with a proper fore-and-aft sailing rig. While this made her less dependent on a
favoring breeze for propulsion, she would certainly have benefitted from the additional depth in
Anchor Bay provided by a fresh breeze with a southerly component. The chief advantage of a
steam-propelled vessel in a restricted channel, however, was its maneuverability. Given a wellmarked channel of sufficient depth, a steam-powered vessel could transit the St. Clair River and
its delta in a fraction of the time spent by sailing vessels waiting for wind, water, or both.
The pressing issues for commercial shipping thus became first, the accurate surveying and
marking of the shifting navigable channels of the Flats; and the improvement of those channels,
especially the removal of the bars at their mouths, so that vessels would neither run aground on
unseen and uncharted shallows, nor be forced to wait either for favorable conditions or the
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lightering of their cargo. In the event, neither of these breakthroughs came quickly. The United
States government, overwhelmed by the infrastructural demands of the rapidly expanding frontier,
had not yet developed the organizational capacity to perform a detailed hydrologic survey. And
digging a canal across dry land, while slow and arduous as in the case of the Erie and Welland
canals, did not pose the problems of excavating underwater. It was not until 1838 that the first of
these issues was addressed administratively by the Bureau of Topographical Engineers (forerunner
of the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers), while another decade would pass before the technological
challenge of open-water dredging had its key breakthrough (Larson 1981:36, 50). Before that, a
trio of developments served to disrupt the landscape of the Strait, and to highlight the extent of the
bottleneck at the Flats.
4. DISRUPTION: THE OPENING OF THE ERIE CANAL
When the last of its 81 locks opened in 1825, the Erie Canal literally opened the floodgates,
both to trade and westward migration. Its significance in this respect was well understood at the
time (Andrews 1853:55). Suddenly the flow of settlers into the American heartland, together with
the finished goods they demanded and the commodities they supplied, began to escalate (Sauer
1956:65; Fuller 1916:71). U.S. Census data show that from a population of 9,000 in 1820, the
Michigan Territory alone grew to 32,000 in 1830, and following statehood in 1837, to 212,000 in
1840. Likewise, between 1837 and 1847, shipping volume through the Erie Canal increased by
150%, from 667,151 to 1,661,575 tons (Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times
to 1970). To accommodate the maritime demands of this demographic and economic expansion,
within the navigational constraints posed by the Strait between Lake Erie and Lake Huron, two
technological innovations emerged, one in the nautical design of sailing ships, the other in
maritime practice.
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5. INNOVATION: THE PIVOTING CENTERBOARD
The opening of the Erie Canal brought more than a flood of settlers—it brought a
technological innovation to the upper Great Lakes that substantially increased the carrying
capacity of the St. Clair Flats in the decades preceding the arrival of the steam dredge. The notion
was a simple one: if you can’t deepen the water, make the ship shallower. Generally, this meant
making the craft smaller in all its dimensions: length and beam as well as draft, with a resulting
decrease in its volume and hence its capacity to carry cargo. For a sailing vessel, a key design
element was some form of keel: a lengthwise downward protrusion along the centerline of the hull
that served as a planar stabilizing surface. As the ship moves forward in the water, the keel
provides both lateral resistance to the boat rolling over (capsizing), and a plane to keep it from
moving sideways in a crosswind (being “blown to leeward”). When operating in light winds and
calm seas, or when sailing in winds coming from behind (“running before the wind”), the keel is
not needed so much, and may even slow the vessel by creating hydrodynamic drag.
Realizing this, sailors and shipwrights had been experimenting for years with moveable
devices that could provide stability and tracking only as needed. As the intellectual ferment of the
Enlightenment matured into the technological explosion of the Industrial Revolution, practical
designs began to appear around the turn of the 19th century. In his authoritative treatment of the
subject, Focusing on the Centerboard, maritime historian Henry Barkhausen traced the origins
and early development of moveable devices designed to improve the hydrodynamic efficiency of
sailing craft. By the early 19th century, these devices were of two types: those mounted outside
the hull, and those mounted inside. Of the former type, the lee-board, usually mounted in pairs on
either side, amidships or astern, had been common in Dutch shipping in the latter 17th century, but
by the turn of the 18th century was popular only for inland navigation (Barkhausen 1990:5). Such
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a vessel was a good choice for the International Boundary Commission charged with the survey
of the Great Lakes. The Red Jacket, used by the American contingent, featured two large fanshaped lee-boards which, when raised, allowed the schooner to negotiate waters as shallow as five
feet (Walker 1902:301).
The future, however, lay with a design featuring a stout waterproof box, or trunk, installed
amidships along the keel, and open at the top and bottom. Through this sleeve-like opening, a
retractable centerboard could be raised or lowered as needed. In the earliest iterations, the board,
then called a “sliding keel,” was raised and lowered vertically. This arrangement survives as the
daggerboard on most recreational dinghies. It was the addition of a pivot, allowing the centerboard
to swing in an arc in and out of the centerboard trunk, that prevailed (Figure 7.2). With its
centerboard fully retracted, and equipped with folding masts, a schooner so equipped could
negotiate the four-foot (1.2 m) depth of the Erie Canal. By the same token, it could easily clear the
bar at the mouth of either the North or South Channel of the St. Clair Flats.
This advantage was not lost on the shipbuilders that had begun to spring up along the St.
Clair River in the early 1820s. In fact, the knowledge of this breakthrough arrived in advance of
the “canal schooners” themselves. In 1824, the year before the Erie Canal opened, a builder named
Gallagher launched the first centerboard schooner built in St. Clair County, the St. Clair, at Ward’s
Landing (later Marine City). Taking advantage of its design, its owner, Samuel Ward, made the
first down-bound voyage from the Upper Lakes, through the Erie Canal, to New York, in 1826
(Andreas 1883:432). The ability to clear the bar without lightering certainly improved the carrying
capacity of the Flats. But so long as sailing ships had to wait for favoring winds to permit them to
sail up-current, the entire strait between Lake Erie and Lake Huron would remain a timeconsuming obstacle to up-bound shipping. The situation in 1830 had changed little since Father
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Figure 7.2. Diagram of a Centerboard, showing trunk and lifting tackle. (Fontenoy, 1994).
The construction and placement of the stoutly-built centerboard and its enclosing trunk are
valuable diagnostic aids for wrecks where only the lower hull has survived.
Hennepin’s time, as another man of the cloth, missionary Elisha Loomis, complained: “Still
detained by unfavorable winds, I engaged a passage to Mackinaw in the Sch[ooner] La Grange,
Capt. Dingy [Dingley], soon after my arrival here [at Detroit]. The vessel has been ready to sail
only two days now and the wind is contrary. The current here is so strong that it is in vain to think
of beating up the river. So we must have patience” (Loomis 1953:36). Ships that could clear the
bar without lightering solved one problem, but left another. Fortunately, this solution too was
already at hand.
6. INNOVATION: BIRTH OF THE TOWING INDUSTRY
Contemporaneous accounts confirm that the Sheldon Thomson towing incident, related in
the previous chapter, soon became typical (Warner 1998; Lewis 2015). Within a year, the new
steamer General Gratiot (Figure 7.3) was hailed in Detroit: “It is the intention of the proprietors,”
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Figure 7.3. Steamboat General Gratiot, built 1831 in Black River, Ohio. First
steamboat to make regular runs in the Strait. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research
Collection)
enthused the local press, “to run her from this city to Mount Clemens, Fort Gratiot, River Raisin,
Maumee &c. and to employ her also for towing vessels, [timber] rafts &c. A boat of this kind, and
for these purposes, has long been wanted” (Democratic Free Press June 16, 1831:2). From this it
may be inferred that in 1831 the towing industry in the Strait was in its infancy. With the arrival
of the General Gratiot, a new class of purpose-built vernacular watercraft emerged. While the
Ohio-built Sheldon Thompson drew 9’ 4” of water (and not surprisingly had found itself “hard
upon the Delta”), the General Gratiot drew a mere 4’ 6”, as little or less than the centerboard
schooners she was designed to tow through the Strait between Maumee and Fort Gratiot.
The further innovation of the screw- or propeller-driven craft (after which this class of
vessel took its name, “propeller”) was a vast improvement in efficiency over the paddle-driven
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steamboat, permitting the practice of “consort” towing of several schooners or barges by a line
astern (Dappert 2006:11). Towboats rapidly evolved as the pace and volume of shipping through
the upper Great Lakes began to accelerate. The propeller Goliath (Figure 7.4), the first of its kind
to be built in the St. Clair locale, typified what was to come: compact yet powerful, with twin
screws driven by matched high-pressure engines. But before her 1846 launching could take place,
another development would be required—one that would permit Goliath’s 9’ draft to maneuver
more safely, if not unimpeded altogether, through the Flats.

Figure 7.4. Propeller Goliath, built 1846, St. Clair, Michigan. First screw-driven steam
vessel built in the St. Clair locale. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)
7. DISRUPTION: CAPTAIN WILLIAMS’ SURVEY OF 1842
Early 19th-century British surveys of the St. Clair delta display considerable accuracy in
terms of landforms: the shape of the shoreline, the islands, and the banks lining the North Channel.
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Their limited hydrographic data elsewhere, however, quickly proved inadequate to the challenges
posed by new nautical technology. So long as the North Channel passage remained the preferred
sailing route, field surveys focused primarily on Anchor Bay and the critical soundings of “the
Elbow.” By comparison, Bayfield’s 1817 rendering of the approach to the South Channel appears
cursory (Figure 7.5). A single line of soundings projects directly from the mouth of the channel,
encountering the bar at 6’ of water, compared to 7’ in the North Channel. Despite offering neither
a convenient anchorage to await either lightering or a favoring breeze, nor a comparable water
depth, the more direct South Channel route remained the choice of shallow-draft indigenous and

Figure 7.5. Mouth of South Channel, Bayfield’s 1817 chart of Lake St Clair (detail). Note
the single line of soundings proceeding directly SW from the mouth of the channel.
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vernacular watercraft—until the arrival of steam propulsion. The ability of the steamboat to
proceed directly upstream, even while towing one or more schooners, revived interest in the
shorter, straighter South Channel passage.
In the absence of reliable knowledge, rumor and speculation—and a touch of larceny—
flourished. The Milwaukee Advertiser of July 6, 1839 announced: “A correspondent of the Detroit
Advertiser, in advocating an immediate survey of the lakes, mentions that one of our largest
steamers was lately desirous of obtaining a pilot who was acquainted with the various channels
over the St. Clair Flats. One pilot said he knew of a channel having fourteen feet and another
having 18 feet; but he asked a thousand dollars for showing it. The steamer Great Western offered
$300 for a sight of the 14 and 18 feet channel, it is said. If there be any such channels it is highly
desirable that they should be known. The only [i.e., North] channel now used has only nine and a
half or ten feet in the shallowest point; and steamboats and vessel[s] of much draught have to
exercise great care in the navigation of one or two miles over ‘the flats.’ Persons acquainted with
Lake St. Clair express doubts of the existence of any such channels as that spoken of, but all concur
in the opinion that an immediate and accurate hydrographic survey of the lakes is of great
importance.”
The uncovering the of submerged contours of the Flats was undertaken by an
extraordinarily capable and visionary man, Captain William G. Williams of the Bureau of
Topographical Engineers. While Superintendent of Harbor Improvements for the southeast shore
of Lake Erie, Williams had, in the winter of 1838-39, taken advantage of the lake ice to conduct a
“geodesic” survey of the harbors of Buffalo and Black Rock, plotting an expanding system of
reference points using triangulation. In a December 1841 report to his commanding officer Colonel
John J. Abert, Williams proposed applying this method to the entirety of the upper Great Lakes,
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both the American and Canadian sides—commencing with “one point to which I beg leave to refer,
as extremely important to the immediate interests of the commerce of the lakes, namely, the
obstructions to navigation in Lake St. Clair” (Williams 1842a:4). The following season, Williams
conducted the first comprehensive survey of the American side of the delta, devoting equal
attention to the North and South Channels.
In his initial report to Abert, Williams had advocated straightening the passage through
Anchor Bay to the North Channel by dredging. His report of May 2, 1842 reiterated this position,
urging the appropriation of no more than $20,000 to cover the cost of the work (Williams 1842b:4).
His chart of the North Channel detailed the complex hydrology of the Elbow (Figure 7.6), while

Figure 7.6. Williams’ 1842 chart of the North Channel (detail). Arrow indicates “The
Elbow.”
that of the mouth of the South Channel revealed a sharp bend of the channel at its mouth, as the
current encountered the bar and deflected first west-northwest, then southwest (Figure 7.7). By
December, Williams had switched his preference. “The north channel,” he noted, “is the one which
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Figure 7.7. Williams’ 1842 chart of the South Channel, showing the natural course that
developed around the bar. A comparison to Figure 7.5 shows how Bayfield’s limited
soundings missed this crucial feature.
has been used by vessels; but it is very difficult, owing to a winding character. The south channel
is that which I would recommend to be improved. It cuts off a distance of five miles, would require
less excavation, and is in every respect more eligible” (Williams 1842c:27). His revised rendering
of the South Channel was submitted as an “Extract of a Map of the Delta of the St. Clair…with
plans for its improvement” (Figure 7.8). The plan offered two options: the route labeled “A” on
the chart simply followed the extant sweeping S-curve, while “B” drove straight through the apex
of the outer bend to connect with a natural ravine. The second option would require more dredging,
but produce a straighter passage. In either case, the success of the project would depend on the
technological ability to dredge a passage through the bar. Until that very literal breakthrough, no
little amount of newsprint was expended in clamoring for a solution, as the commercial interests
in Chicago, Milwaukee and other nascent maritime communities along the upper lakes looked
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anxiously towards the delta, and towards Washington, D.C., where their fate, it appeared, was
being decided as a matter of political ideology.

Figure 7.8. Williams’ revised South Channel chart (1842), “with plans for its
improvement” marked as “A” and “B”. Dredging of channel “A” commenced in 1855.
8. INNOVATION: MASS COMMUNICATIONS, FRONTIER-STYLE
Although four centuries separate the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press (1436) and
Morse’s telegraph (1844), the dissemination of the two technologies along the American frontier
was virtually simultaneous. Reports and rumors alike spread like wildfire in the charged
environment of a commercial boom that depended on the health of the shipping industry. Once the
official recommendation for the improvement of the Flats became public knowledge, the
newspapers of the new Great Lakes cities became the vox populi of the commercial class. Much
of the available knowledge of this crucial phase in the transformation of the Flats from a place of
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doubt and danger to a safe and sheltered passage can be found in the newspapers between Buffalo
and Chicago. The first issue that drew their attention was the need to know, almost on a daily basis,
where the safe passages could be found—and marked.
9. INNOVATION: MARKING THE CHANNEL
Besides the increase in the volume of shipping in the upper lakes, an element of urgency
was added by unusually low water levels in the mid-1840s. “The depth of water has been gradually
declining for some five or six years back,” declared Detroit’s Democratic Free Press (February 3,
1846:2), “and within that time the depth [over the North Channel bar] has been reduced from
eleven to a fraction over eight feet.” The Jamestown (NY) Journal took up the cry: “If reports
from Detroit may be credited, the appropriation for the St. Clair Flats will be imperatively
demanded. There are said to be but seven feet of water on the flats at the present” (Jamestown
Journal April 24, 1846:1). That same day, however, the Milwaukee Sentinel printed that “Capt.
Allen, of the Nile, reports nine feet water on the St. Clair Flats. The Nile grounded for a while in
coming up, but it was because she missed the channel, which has changed somewhat since last
year” (Milwaukee Sentinel April 24, 1846; emphasis in original).
Clearly, if the channel was prone to spontaneously changing both its course and its depth,
and if the appropriation for dredging the St. Clair Flats, while “imperatively demanded,” was not
yet forthcoming, the shipping industry would have to look after its own interests. What ensued
was equal parts drama and farce. The Cleveland Plain Dealer of May 14, 1846 reported that “the
operation of staking out the channel of the St. Clair flats having been completed, we understand 8
feet 6 inches of water is the deepest channel that could be found. If this is so, it is evident most of
our large class of boats and vessels will be obliged to light over.” One week later, a reporter for
the Milwaukee Sentinel noted that “the steamboat St. Clair now lying here [in Detroit], is to go
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upon the St. Clair Flats and aid in lightening vessels and boats over” (Milwaukee Sentinel May 22,
1846:2). Already, a skeptic might wonder whether a local entrepreneur had conveniently failed to
find the deepest passage, but there was worse to come.
The following spring, the Cleveland Herald announced that, “it having been sufficiently
understood from the course of the President, that the people have nothing to hope from the
Government in the way of improving the harbors on the Lakes, and the St. Clair Flats,” it fell to
“private enterprise what belongs to the Government to do”—namely, “to mark out the channel so
distinctly, that it may be passed in the night” (Cleveland Herald, March 17, 1847:3). The stakes,
financed by subscription, would be firmly set, and topped with large painted barrels for added
visibility. Perhaps shamed into action, the Congress passed a lighthouse bill the following year,
which included two lighthouses on the Detroit River, and buoys for the St. Clair Flats (Detroit
Free Press, August 24, 1848:2). The buoys and their locations, described in an announcement by
the Office of the Collector of Customs in Detroit dated April 2, 1849, made it clear in its reference
to The Elbow, that the North Channel remained the official passage. The Customs official, one C.
G. Hammond, noted in closing that “the expense of placing these buoys in position, and their value
to the commercial interests, seem to justify the hope that Mariners will use all necessary caution
to avoid their injury or displacement” (Sandusky Register, April 11, 1849:2).
Alas, it was not to be, at least not at first. Perhaps this improvement did not sit well with
the local entrepreneurs engaged in the lightering and towing of grounded vessels: the following
month, Hammond offered a $100 reward, to be paid on the conviction of offenders responsible for
the disappearance of several of the new buoys “under circumstances inducing the belief that they
were intentionally carried away” (Detroit Free Press, May 11, 1849:3). Whether or not the
miscreants were apprehended, Hammond’s incentive, and the inevitable righteous indignation of
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the shippers, appear to have done their work, as there were no reports of such incidents for exactly
four years, when the issue resurfaced—with a twist. In the Detroit Free Press of May 5, 1853,
Captain Alexander of the propeller Bucephalus reported the following under “Marine
Intelligence:” “Notice to boats and Vessels crossing St. Clair Flats—In going up, the first stakes
must be left one hundred feet on the starboard hand, where eleven feet of water will be found in
the channel; but if left as has been the usual practice heretofore, of thirty or forty feet, only nine
feet will be found…. If the Government pays for setting these stakes, why not let some
disinterested man have the contract, and not one who makes towing and lighting over the Flats his
only business—as there is one universal complaint from all who cross with large boats or vessels.”
10. INNOVATION: THE STEAM-POWERED DREDGE
The larger issue of what the Government should be responsible for, was the subject of
endless newspaper stories, editorials, petitions to Congress, reports by the Topographical
Engineers, and legislative bills in the period between the lake surveys of the 1840s, which exposed
critical needs, and the Civil War, which diverted all the Union’s resources to the conflict. Once
Williams’ 1842 recommendation for creating a passage through the South Channel bar became
public, proposals for dredging took their place alongside those for marking the North Channel. As
in the case of the stakes and buoys, inaction by the federal government led to private initiatives.
When the Milwaukee Sentinel wrote on May 29, 1846 that “the government, we are happy to learn,
has ordered the Steam Dredge, now fitting out in Erie Harbor, to Lake St. Clair, for the purpose of
deepening the channel leading over the Flats,” it failed to add that the dredge was merely on loan,
and private enterprise was footing the bill.
The following year, Col. Abert of the Topographical Engineers reported to Congress that
“the views of the general government upon this lake [St. Clair] having been limited to plans for
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improving the passage over the St. Clair Flats…surveys, plans and estimates have been made, but
no appropriation has yet been granted. The pass over these flats is of extreme importance to the
lake trade, and the embarrassment encountered there so serious, that during the course of last
summer (1846), the Steamboat Association undertook, at their own expense, and with the use of
the United States dredge boat, to open a passage of adequate depth over the flats; but their funds
or arrangements were insufficient, and the work was abandoned” (Abert 1847:42; also Larson
1981:40). The failure of this effort to open a passage over what had been touted by Capt. Williams
as a relatively short distance, raises questions as to the nature of the South Channel bar, the
effectiveness of the equipment used, and state of dredging technology at that time.
Continuing his report, Abert noted that, while unsuccessful, “the operations, however,
developed an extremely interesting fact—that the flats were not a recent deposit, but consisted
chiefly of an indurated marl. The removal of such a material is more difficult than the removal of
recently deposited mud, and more costly; but the advantages in such an obstacle over a recent
deposit are in the great probability that a passage, once opened, will remain open an indefinitely
long period, requiring very little future work” (Abert 1847:42; emphasis added). This echoed a
comment made in Williams’ initial report on the North Channel bar, where he opined that “the
operation of dredging would be attended, I think, with success and permanent advantage. The
marks of keels upon the bottom, where vessels have been dragged over the bar, are visible from
year to year, showing a permanence in the character of the bottom, justifying every hope that the
work once effected, would be lasting” (Williams 1842a:4). This indicates that the bars across both
the North and South Channels were composed of a calcareous clay-sand mixture, hardened by time
and pressure (Abert’s “indurated marl”), later confirmed by geologist Cole (1903).
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Presuming that the government’s dredge boat had been successful in improving the harbor
at Erie, the composition of the bottom there would have more closely resembled the “recently
deposited mud” that Abert referenced, than the ancient, compacted bars of the St. Clair delta.
Lacking specific knowledge of the dredge boat in question, I must conclude that it employed a
bucket-and-ladder mechanism, a design dating from the mid-16th century, and the only extant
mechanical system for dredging from a boat at that time. The Dutch had long used this endlesschain system of scoops or buckets, traveling along the length of a ladder-like beam, its lower end
winched into position along the bottom, while its upper end was attached to a floating platform or
boat. The sediment thus raised was deposited into a waiting barge for disposal. Driven first by men
on a treadmill, later by a team of horses, such “mud-mills” (moddermolen) both maintained the
vital Dutch canals and provided dredge spoils for further dry land creation (Figure 7.9).

Figure 7.9. Treadmill-powered “mud mill,” mid-16th century. (National Dredging
Museum, Netherlands)
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Characteristic of the Industrial Revolution, the British appear to have been the first to apply
steam power to the device. In 1806, the British inventor Richard Trevithick mounted a steamdriven iteration of the Dutch mud-mill aboard the gun brig Blazer (Figure 7.10) for the purpose of
“lifting mud at the entrance to the East and West India [Company] docks” on the Thames”
(Dickinson 1934:81). While not entirely successful due to an underperforming power plant, the
design caught on. A Scottish specimen of 1824 (Figure 7.11), “at present employed in deepening
the river Clyde, so as to admit of large vessels being brought up, does not differ so much in its
construction from those employed in the Thames and Caledonian Canal” (Glasgow Mechanics’
Magazine, September 25, 1824). It is not unreasonable to assume that such machinery, developed

Figure 7.10. Trevithick’s “Dredging Machine” aboard the Blazer, 1806. (Wikisource)

during the British canal-building boom a generation earlier, would be accessible on Lake Erie in
1847, and that a bucket-and-ladder mechanism was used on the “dredge boat” loaned by the Bureau
of Topographical Engineers to the Steamboat Association. As early as 1838, the removal of the
bar at the mouth of the Clinton River, presumably of soft alluvial deposits, was proposed to permit
navigation by ships of up to 80 tons to Mt. Clemens, six miles ( 10 km) upstream (Blois 1838:329).
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Figure 7.11. Scottish-built Steam Dredge, 1824. (Glasgow Mechanics’ Magazine)
A design adequate for “lifting mud,” however, appears to have been “insufficient” to the
1846 task of carving a passage through the South Channel bar. Evidently, a Great Lakes problem
called for a Great Lakes solution. On August 29, 1848, Abel Hawley of Milwaukee, a community
with a vested interested in waterway improvement, was granted U.S. Patent No. 5,743 for his
“Excavating Machine’ (Figure 7.12), a radical departure from the bucket-and-ladder design. Its
single, heavy bucket showed promise of penetrating the dense clay that the lighter scoops merely
scratched, and removing it in substantial chunks. It was immediately put to use on the Illinois and
Michigan Canal which opened that same year, connecting Lake Michigan to the Mississippi
drainage. Subsequent work on the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers and Milwaukee’s harbor resulted in
improvements to the design, and a recommendation to Col. Abert of the Topographical Engineers
that the new device be tried on the Flats (Larson 1981:50). In December 1852, Abert ordered a
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dredge to be built in Detroit by Mr. Hawley. Weather, labor disputes and cost overruns delayed
the work, but on September 1, 1853, Capt. Augustus Canfield successfully tested the new device.

Figure 7.12. Hawley’s Excavating Machine, 1848 (U.S. Patent Office).
It was a victory, but a Pyrrhic one: the $19,500 he had spent to build the dredge had all but
exhausted the $20,000 appropriated for the improvement of the Flats. In his annual report to
Congress, Abert requested an additional $45,000 “for continuing the improvement of the St. Clair
flats, Lake St. Clair: the importance of this improvement cannot be over-estimated. The loss of
time from lying around, and the expenses of towing and lightering occasioned by these
obstructions, are very great and increasing, as, whatever internal improvements may be made in
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the northwest, the heavy commerce must pass this way. A contract was entered into for the
construction of a dredge-boat to be used at this locality, and on the 1st September it was so far
finished as to be put into operation for the purpose of testing the machinery, &c. The result was
favorable, and the machinery found capable of doing all that was contracted for” (Abert 1853:12).
Abert’s recommendations, incorporated into a comprehensive rivers and harbors bill of
1854, were vetoed by the South-sympathizing President Franklin Pierce as a benefit primarily to
Northern commercial interests (Paskoff 2007:103), whereupon the private sector once again
stepped up. A delegation led by the Buffalo Board of Trade echoed the Steamboat Association of
1846: “As the General government has failed to furnish funds for the dredging of the St. Clair
Flats, through the omission of the President to sign the bill passed for that purpose at the last
session of Congress, it has become necessary that it should be done by private means and private
enterprise” (Detroit Daily Free Press, April 4, 1855:2). This new appeal elicited a similar response
from the Congress: the committee would be allowed to use the government’s dredge, if they paid
for its operation and upkeep. This was a shrewd move by the Congress: a year of inactivity had
taken its toll on the machine: “the first step to be taken preparatory to commencing the dredging,”
as Lieutenant Colonel J. D. Graham later reported, “was to repair the engine of this machine, which
had suffered somewhat from its having been sunk under water. These repairs were made at the
expense of the committee appointed by the delegates to act for them” (Graham 1856:397-398).
Owing to the dilapidated condition of the dredge boat, the 1855 season got off to a late start
in the latter part of July, and ended in early October due to unusually stormy weather. Moreover,
the civil engineer hired by the committee evidently had not read Abert's 1847 description of the
bottom composition as "indurated marl." Lt. Col. Graham reported finding it "more tenacious and
more difficult than has heretofore been estimated... so that it requires the whole working force of
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the engine to drive the bucket into it" (Graham 1856:398). Despite these setbacks, the new dredge,
supplemented both by an idle government dredge requisitioned from Chicago, and a pledge of
financial assistance from the Canadian government, was able to make a narrow cut of 60 feet (18
m)—half the projected width—to the projected depth of 13 feet (4 m) (Larson 1981:53). At last,
the means of transforming the obstructed, meandering channels of the St. Clair delta into a modern
commercial shipping route lay within the reach of the new capitalist masters of the maritime
landscape—but not quite within their grasp. The issues of politics and money proved at least as
tenacious as the hardened clay of the Flats.
11. INTERLUDE: BUDGETS, VETOES, AND THE PRELUDE TO CIVIL WAR
Contorted, narrow, and repeatedly obstructed—as fitting a description of the politics of
improving the Flats as of the delta itself, particularly as the favoring political winds from earlier
in the century shifted inexorably toward the national catastrophe ahead. The "Era of Good Feeling"
following the War of 1812 had fostered an atmosphere of opportunity and prosperity that drove
the economic and demographic expansion of the newly-admitted Great Lakes states. At the same
time, this same prosperity widened the growing economic gulf between the agrarian South and the
industrializing North, with which the newly-admitted Great Lakes states were closely linked,
economically and ideologically. Like many such projects, the improvement of the South Channel
fell victim to regional politics. Ideology aside, budgetary difficulties caused by the growing pains
of the new nation's meteoric rate of expansion made these conflicts inevitable. In particular, the
fiscal, logistical, and human resources of the Bureau of Topographical Engineers were stretched
thin by the Mexican War (1846-1848) at precisely the time when the clamor for the improvement
of the Flats was reaching a crescendo.
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Early presidential vetoes of internal rivers and harbors bills were made on grounds that
were ostensibly ideological, even legalistic. Tyler’s message to Congress in December 1843 made
it clear that the Constitution permitted only such “works in favorable and proper situations [which]
would be found to be as indispensably necessary in case of war to carry on safe and successful
naval operations” (Tyler 1843:4; emphasis added). The following year he again vetoed a general
appropriations bill for rivers and harbors, which Congress overrode (Larson 1981:41). Polk in turn
vetoed a similar bill in 1848, taking a more pragmatic turn: first, he argued the decision to improve
inland navigation as a slippery slope, exclaiming: “Where shall the exercise of the power, if it be
assumed, stop?” Polk countered with the point that while “no State shall, without the consent of
Congress, lay any duty of tonnage,” the converse was also true. With the consent of Congress, he
argued, states which stood to benefit could finance improvement through duties (Polk 1848:6).
In reiterating Tyler's rationale for vetoing the River and Harbor Bill of 1847, Polk voiced
the ideology of the early United States: a "confederacy of twenty-nine States" as he carefully
termed it. "The power to improve harbors and rivers for purposes of navigation,” he wrote in his
veto message, “by deepening or clearing out, by dams and sluices, by locking or canalling, must
be admitted, without any other limitation than the discretion of Congress, or it must be denied
altogether. If it be admitted, how broad and how susceptible of enormous abuse thus vested in the
general government" (Polk 1848:5). As the post-colonial period evolved and matured, the
commercial interests of the industrializing Northern states were rapidly moving towards the
ideology of what is today termed "big government"—the centralization of authority and
resources—especially if these could be influenced, even directed, by co-evolving "big business"—
globalizing capitalism. Meanwhile, the decentralizing ideology of the agrarian South, and its
sympathizers Tyler and Polk, apprehended only danger from such a geographical concentration of
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political and economic power. An appropriations bill signed by Millard Fillmore in 1852 allowed
work on the Flats to proceed, but by 1855 those funds too were exhausted.
In an 1853 report to the Secretary of the Treasury on North American trade and commerce,
one Israel Andrews, American consul to Canada, summed up the frustrations of mariners, shippers,
and federalists. In nearly a thousand pages of rigorous documentation, Andrews argued both
passionately and objectively for federal investment in the nation’s maritime infrastructure,
reserving his strongest passages for
the St. Clair flats, the greatest natural obstacle to the free navigation of the great lakes,
with the exception of the rapids on the lower S. Lawrence, the Falls of Niagara, and the
Sault Ste. Marie. These shallows lie nearly at the head of Lake St. Clair, about twentyfive miles above the city of Detroit. The bottom is of soft mud [sic], bearing a lofty and
dense growth of wild rice, with a very intricate, tortuous, and difficult channel winding
over them, in many places so narrow that two vessels cannot pass them abreast; nor is it
possible to navigate them at night. There would be no difficulty whatever, and but a most
trivial expense, as compared with the advantages which would accrue from removing this
barrier, in dredging out a straight channel of sufficient depth to admit vessels of the
largest draught. Nor is there any work more urgently and reasonably solicited from
Congress by the men of the West, nor any more entirely justified by every consideration
of sound economy and political wisdom, or more certain to produce returns incalculable,
than the opening [of] the flats of the St. Clair, and carrying a canal around the Sault Ste.
Marie. These improvements would at once perfect the most splendid and longest chain of
internal navigation in the world, extending above two thousand miles in length from
Fond du Lac, at the head of Lake Superior, to the mouth of the St. Lawrence river.
(Andrews 1853:192).
Deaf to Andrews’ entreaties, the succeeding presidencies of Franklin Pierce and James
Buchanan, both Northerners with Southern sympathies, brought the project to a virtual halt. While
reiterating the same objections as had Tyler and Polk, Pierce’s 1856 veto of a bill to improve the

198

Flats touched explicitly on the festering issue of regionalism: “it cannot be considered as a
necessary means for the common defence, and is subject to those objections which apply to other
works designed to facilitate commerce and contribute to the convenience and local prosperity of
those more immediately concerned—an object not to be constitutionally and justly attained by the
taxation of the people of the whole country” (Pierce 1856:1). Remarkably, with the support of
Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, future president of the Confederacy, Captain Graham of the
Topographical Engineers submitted a report to Congress on “the importance of the improvement
as a measure of military defence of the national frontier” and Pierce’s veto was overridden
(Graham 1856:396). Strange bedfellows, indeed.
Buchanan’s veto of 1860 was a throwback to Polk, with the added technical argument that
by cutting the new South Channel entrance to an average width of 235 feet (72 m) and a depth of
13 feet (4 m) in 1858, the government had accomplished its mission, and nothing further was
warranted (Buchanan 1860; Larson 1981:65; Moulton and Theime 2009:B.2-1). With the outbreak
of the Civil War in the following year, the issue became moot. All dredging operations on the St.
Clair River once again came to a halt, not to be resumed until 1867.
Stated in Annales terms, the national paroxysm of the Civil War was a watershed
événement, a total phenomenon disrupting every aspect of American society. As did the Canadian
Rebellions of 1837, it marked the crisis of a post-colonial interval preceding the emergence of a
modern nation-state, marked in its formative stage by two conflicting ideologies—geographically
situated positionalities regarding the nature of society and the role of government. The ensuing
modern era saw capitalism triumphant: the Gilded Age, it was called even then. Its cultural
manifestation in the St. Clair Flats, discussed in Chapter 10, is truly one of the most remarkable of
this entire saga—a radical transformation only a prophet could have foreseen.
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12. INNOVATION: A BEACON OF HOPE
On the official chart of St. Clair Flats of 1857, the following “Sailing Directions” appeared
for the first time: “To enter the river by the South Pass: From the lighthouse at the head of the
Detroit river, steer NE ½ N. for 20 miles, ‘till you make the S. Pass Lighthouse, when in 15 feet
water bring the Lighthouse and Beacon Light in range, steer on this range passing black spar Buoys
No. 1 & 3 on the port hand and the red Spar Buoys Nos. 2 & 4 on the starboard hand till well up
with red Spar Buoy No.6 passing it close aboard on the starboard hand, when steer for the mouth
of the river between red Spar Buoy No. 8 on the starboard hand & Day Beacon on the port giving
a good berth on the port hand to black Spar Buoy No. 5” (Meade 1857).
Three innovative features are combined in this brief paragraph: first, the inclusion of the
South Channel, although the North Channel passage would continue to appear in commercial
sailing instructions for another two decades (Thompson 1869:89; 1878:58; Barnet 1887:11-112).
Second, the use of a standardized system of buoyage that is still in use today: for up-bound traffic,
buoys on starboard are red and even-numbered; port buoys are odd-numbered (now painted green
instead of black). Indeed, several of the buoys on Meade’s 1857 chart have kept their name and
position to this day, notably red buoy “6,” across the channel from the Old South Channel beacon.
Finally, that beacon, and its companion lighthouse, were completed in 1859, as a set of lighted
range markers: aids to navigation that allowed mariners to line up the still-narrow entrance to the
navigable channel by day or night. Upon reaching the beacon, the helmsman steered to the buoyed
course into the river. Those surviving structures, now automated and known locally as the Old
South Channel Lights (Figure 7.13) thus mark a turning point, both literally and figuratively. After
1858, no significant work was done in the Flats until well after the end of the Civil War. When
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work resumed, it was far more ambitious, and politically unopposed. That physical transformation
is the subject of Chapter 9.

Figure 7.13. The Old South Channel lights today. Beacon is in foreground, Lighthouse in
background. After years of neglect nearly resulting in their collapse, the structures have
been stabilized and “adopted” by a local non-profit. For chart showing location, see
Figure 9.6(a). (Author photo)
Given the progressive adaptation of maritime practice, and the incremental improvements
in infrastructure, the resultant growth of the shipbuilding industry in the St. Clair locale may now
be more readily understood and appreciated, as the production of material culture faced new
challenges. Technological advances having occurred in every type of vessel, whether sailed, selfpropelled or towed, the choices made by shipbuilders reveal the dialectic between their maritime
habitus; material and technological affordances; shared ideology; and the remaining constraints
presented by an evolving landscape.
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Notes on Chapter 7
1. In his description of passing through the Flats aboard Superior in 1831, English barrister
Godfrey Vigne makes it clear that the ship used the North Channel, noting that the islands were
on his right (Vigne 1833:139). Superior, built in 1822, was good-sized for her day: 346.4 tons,
126’6” long, 28’8” abeam, and drawing 10’6” of water—two feet (0.6 m) more than Walk in the
Water.
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CHAPTER 8. BOAT- AND SHIPBUILDING IN THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME
LANDSCAPE

1. SHIPBUILDING AS MEDIATION BETWEEN LANDSCAPE AND IDEOLOGY
As the maritime landscape is predicated on the process of waterborne movement, material
culture assumes a critical role, as a determinant not merely of the success or failure of a social
objective, but potentially of life or death for those in motion. For any maritime social group,
“goodness of fit” between maritime practice, nautical technology, and the prevailing conditions
was of paramount importance. Each of the societies occupying and moving through the Strait had
its distinctive social, economic and military objectives; so too did it adopt the practices and build
the vessels that aligned with those objectives. A previous chapter introduced propulsion and
navigation as maritime functions that nautical form follows. It thus follows that the form taken by
nautical material culture co-varies not only with quotidian functions of Keith Muckelroy’s shipas-machine (Muckelroy 1978:216), but with the underlying ideology of the society that produces
the ship as an economic or military element, in a dynamic and dialectical relationship with the
perceived affordances and constraints of the landscape. In their essence, ships and boats mediate
between the intentions of their makers and the maritime landscape in which they operate. The
initial intentions (traditions, ideology) of the builders enter into a dialectic with their maritime
landscape with the object of producing a mediating artifact that meets Muckelroy’s criteria of
effective movement as an element in an economic or military system.
Thus far, the dialectic has been seen operating between cognition of an affordance or
constraint (knowledge of the location of navigable water or an obstruction); representation
(communication of this knowledge through navigational charts); practice (designation of official
shipping channels); material culture (development of centerboard schooners designed to work
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under the prevailing conditions) and the formation of a new dialectic (technology and practice
operating upon the physical environment, as in modifying the landscape by dredging).
Under the interdisciplinary rubric of historical ecology, materiality is placed in dialog with
textuality in a mutual critique as evidence of maritimity. Narratives, place-names, and cartography
offer modes of textuality and symbolic representation, in ways that shed light on the practice and
material means of seafaring. As Westerdahl notes, “the list of possible maritime indicators in
culture is long,” and includes literature and art (Westerdahl 1994:265). To draw a direct connection
between positing the dependence of a maritime society upon its material culture, to the seeking of
answers in its archaeological record, is indeed a well-trodden path—one which generally leads to
the analysis of shipwreck sites, as they represent par excellence the embedding of nautical
technology in the maritime landscape.
Certainly, such was the nature of the St Clair Flats that it posed risks and dangers to
navigation throughout the historic period, with an impressive record of wreck site formation.
Equally true, however, was the abundance of resources it afforded to the maritime enterprise of
boat- and ship-building, whether indigenous or Euro-American. Above all, the unique combination
of these constraints and affordances led to the development of highly adapted watercraft, built in
and for the St. Clair maritime landscape. An ethnohistorically-informed analysis, qualitative or
quantitative, of shipbuilding records provides valuable insight into the material culture of
waterborne movement within specific maritime cultural landscapes.
According to maritime archaeologists David Gibbins and Jonathan Adams, “ships are
conceived and designed according to the influence of various mental templates and ideologies.
They are then constructed, used and disposed of within a complex, interrelated set of social and
physical constraints” (Gibbins and Adams 2001:281). Those which are “visible products of
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localized technical knowledge and cultural traditions” are termed vernacular watercraft (Meide
and Sikes 2014:115). In introducing an anthology of the archaeology of these watercraft, editors
Amanda Evans and Sheli Smith posit three criteria for their identification. First, they must be
“recognized by local opinion; that is, the community in which the vernacular craft was built had
to identify it as a part of the local community.” Second, they must be “built using generally
accepted ‘rules of thumb’ for determining dimensions and hull shape.” Finally, “vernacular
watercraft of a specific community had to be recognizable to outsiders as being of that given
community” (Evans and Smith: 2016:3). Applied to the Great Lakes, their colleague Bradley
Rodgers points out that “virtually any vessel built there” could be correctly termed vernacular,
“particularly after nineteenth century circumstances dictated the development of new and unique
vessel types.” Summing up: “what was built on the lakes, generally speaking, stayed on the lakes”
(Rodgers 2016:205).
This begs the question: what were these “circumstances,” and how did they operate on the
process of building and using watercraft? Several authors have applied extant analytical
approaches to the study of shipbuilding, with mixed results. Evans elaborates on the developmental
process of vernacular watercraft types, invoking Butzer’s cybernetic model of adaptive systems.
A “feedback loop” is created, she argues, between the “three main categories” of interactive
variables: technology, social behavior, and resource opportunities (Evans 2016:12). This last
variable, by omitting the role of environmental constraints as well as affordances, inadequately
represents the agency of the landscape—and is a flaw of Butzer’s human ecology approach in
general. The more ambiguous view of Westerdahl (1998:2), that regardless of their cultural
tradition, vernacular watercraft are “intimately adapted to the natural geography of the zone in
question” is more serviceable.
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Where Evans, following Butzer, underestimates the agency of the environment in applying
his triadic model of adaptive systems to watercraft development, David Tuddenham, following
Bruno Latour, essentializes it. Latour’s needless resuscitation of the unproductive Nature—Culture
dichotomy in We Have Never Been Modern, posits material culture as “quasi objects” between the
two supposed poles (Latour 1993:55). Following suit, Tuddenham identifies “maritimity as an
example of purification within the dichotomy Land—Sea” (Tuddenham 2010:14).1 In his
discussion of the origins of the steamboat, maritime archaeologist Jim Dolwick puts Latour to
better use, invoking basic Actor Network Theory (ANT). He dismisses Latour’s polarities of
“spirit” and “matter” as the extremes of social constructivism and technological determinism,
respectively; concluding that “people, things and processes were blended together, dependent upon
one another, exchanging properties and coming into conflict. As technological devices, steamboats
consisted of an array of mechanical parts: steam engines, boilers, propulsion mechanisms, and boat
structures; yet, they were also made up of more than just mechanical components. The inventorentrepreneurs and builders brought together a vast array of people-and-things: artefacts, materials,
skills, social and political organisations, natural resources, physical environments, scientific laws,
economic forces, cultural preferences, places and spaces” (Dolwick 2008:16). It should be noted
that his phrasing of “people, things and processes” being “blended together, dependent upon one
another,” anticipates Hodder’s (2012) equally useful formulation of entanglement.
Dolwick’s “vast array,” combining cultural elements with affordances (“natural
resources”), the landscape and the environment (“places and spaces”) represents an improvement
in workability, freeing various classes of agents (“people-and-things”) from quasi object status, to
interact as collectives, in true ANT fashion. Even more workable, from the standpoint of historical
ecology, is Jonathan Adams’ list of seven elements as “interrelated constraints on the form,
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structural characteristics, appearance and use of watercraft.” (Adams 2001:301). Adams’ network
and diagram have already served to structure my approach to the formation of the landscape
(Figure 1.3). Here it is reintroduced, having resumed its originally intended function (Figure 8.1).

Figure 8.1. Jonathan Adam’s schematic representation of the “interrelated constraints on
the form, structural characteristics, appearance and use of watercraft.” (Adams 2001:301)

All three of Butzer’s variables are present in expanded form: “technology” is shared by
both; Butzer’s “social behavior” is Adams’ ideology, purpose and tradition, while Butzer’s
“resource opportunities” are Adams’ materials and economy, all interacting with the
environment—the agent absent from Butzer’s system of human ecology. Likewise, the components
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of Muckelroy’s three aspects of the ship are present in Adams: the ship as a machine (materials +
technology + tradition); as an element in a military or economic system (purpose + economics);
and as a closed community (ideology + tradition ). Larry Murphy’s addendum to Muckelroy
(Murphy 1983:88)—the ship as symbol (ideology + purpose)—may be included as well. Until the
end of the nineteenth century, the St. Clair maritime landscape offered an abundance of boat- and
shipbuilding materials requisite for each occupying social group, as well as a challenging but
profitable environment for which to design and build watercraft. It was only when the timber
supply was both exhausted and rendered obsolescent by iron and coal that the St. Clair locale’s
role dimmed as a center of Great Lakes shipbuilding.
By providing for the operation of the dialectic in complex actor networks where people,
material, and the landscape are all agents, within an expansive yet segmented time frame, Adams’s
seven categories satisfy the needs of the historical ecology approach to understanding the building
of watercraft within and for a specific maritime cultural landscape. This is so largely because of
the materiality of the outcome: one can document the construction of a canoe, record the registered
tonnage of a ship, or count the number of schooners built in a decade. That these things and more
were actually done—by unwitting ethnohistorians, shipyard owners, revenue agents and
commercial associations—is not the least of the attractions of Great Lakes maritime studies.
The sections that follow examine the indigenous, French colonial, British colonial and
post-colonial approaches to boat- and ship-building. As in previous chapters on landscape
formation processes, the ideology of each of the five successive periods within which the networks
of Adams’ social and physical constraints were situated, is adduced as a means of understanding
what are, in effect, material culture formation processes corresponding to, and in a dialectical
relationship with, those of the maritime landscape itself.
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2. INDIGENOUS BOATBUILDING IN THE ST. CLAIR DELTA
The indigenous inhabitants of the upper Great Lakes, at European contact, used watercraft
that were superbly adapted to the needs and purposes of their makers, and the affordances and
constraints of their environs and conditions of use. Their bark canoes, as vernacular watercraft,
were most certainly reflections of localized technology and cultural traditions. So versatile and
effective was the basic design that it has survived not only colonialism, but modernity. Though its
materials have changed dramatically, today’s recreational canoe would be instantly recognizable
and usable by indigenous and colonial paddlers alike.
Much of the uniqueness of the maritime cultural landscape of the St. Clair Flats lies in the
fact that it simultaneously posed a specific and localized set of constraints to waterborne transport,
while at the same time offering the requisite affordances, in the form of raw materials, to each
cultural group that occupied it. Long before the outset of the historical period in the upper Great
Lakes, its indigenous peoples had fully cognized both the constraints posed by the environmental
conditions of hydrology and weather, as well as the affordances offered by the available raw
materials—chiefly tree and plant species, but including those for lithic and copper boatbuilding
tools.2
Indigenous watercraft of the upper Great Lakes consisted primarily of bark canoes, with
dugout canoes considerably less numerous, as their greater weight made them unsuitable for
portaging and unmanageable in rapids (Lafitau 1977:124). The deceptive simplicity of the canoe
is not that of crudeness, but of elegance, as reflected in Wilbert Hinsdale’s succinct appraisal.
“With his light bark canoe,” he wrote, “the Indian could with ease overcome hindrances to freightcarrying boats, and by shouldering his canoe and baggage make a portage around rapids and other
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obstructions and set out on the waters beyond. By such means streams were followed to their
sources, divides crossed, and voyages continued” (Hinsdale 1931:7).
Stands of “canoe birch,” (Betula alba papyrifera), white ash, spruce and white cedar, all
required for the construction of birch-bark canoes, were readily available either near the delta or
along the Lake Huron shoreline just north of the St. Clair River (Dodge 1915). In describing the
“Misisagué Indians” of the St. Clair delta, a French agent’s 1718 Memoir on the Indians between
Lake Erie and the Mississippi observed that “all these Nations construct a great many bark canoes,
which is a great assistance to them; they occupy them selves in this sort of work; the women sew
the canoes with roots; the men finish them and make the [ribs] of these canoes, smoothen and floor
(varanguent) them, and the women gum them” (Sabrevois de Bleury 1902:370). Clearly the
intricate relationships between ideology, constraints and affordances, between socially embedded
traditional practice, technology, and environment, were well established at the time of European
contact. It does not appear from this passage that the Mississauga living in the St. Clair area made
canoes for anything but their own use. It is more likely that the Odawa, as the “traders” in
Anishinaabeg society, utilized their proximity both to the supply of birch on their Bois Blanc Island
home, and the demand from across the river at the post of Detroit, to build canoes for trade with
the French. Canoes were also effective instruments of warfare, both by transporting warriors, and
occasionally, engaging in naval battles (Eid 1979; Tanner 1987:31).
Whether carrying wild rice (Figure 3.3), a war party, bundles of pelts or trade goods, in its
design, construction and use, the bark canoe articulated with each of Adams’ septet of constraints,
not excepting ideology. As noted by the French observer, the labor of their construction was
divided along gender lines, presumably instantiating gendered social roles. Once finished, it was
a symbol of an ordered society. So pervasive and powerful was the symbolism of the canoe in
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Anishinaabeg culture that two key roles in the sweat lodge (madodiswon) ritual for initiates to the
midéwiwin, or Grand Medicine Society, were termed the naganid (bowman) and wedaged
(steersman), as they respectively led and ended the line of initiates entering the lodge (Landes
1968:54). Latour urges us to “think of technology as congealed labor” (Latour 1999:189; emphasis
in original); it can with equal justice be viewed as congealed or embodied ideology, particularly
in a social context as cohesive as a boat or ship.
3. VERNACULAR BOATBUILDING DURING THE FRENCH PERIOD, 1640-1760
During the French and British colonial eras, the sailing conditions of the upper Great Lakes
were sufficiently different from the open waters of the Atlantic that had brought the colonists
hither, that tensions were created among at least three nautical traditions: familiar European ship
designs based on ocean-going square-rigged sailing vessels; newly-encountered indigenous
paddled watercraft, primarily bark and dugout canoes; and adaptations of Old World small-boat
designs. In time, distinctive vernacular boat and ship designs emerged and evolved as need dictated
and opportunity offered.
With the decisive exception of the Griffon (Figure 6.1), the story of French maritimity in
the Strait is that of small-craft navigation. Explorers, fur traders and missionaries alike first
adopted the canoe in the upper Great Lakes for the remainder of the French colonial period,
gradually supplementing it with vernacular small-craft designs adapted from Old World models.
Throughout the French regime, the exchange-value of the payloads of both beaver pelts and trade
goods was sufficiently dense that whole fleets of large canoes, each capable of transporting cargo
many times in excess of its weight, were capable of sustaining the transport needs of the fur trade
(Lafitau 1977:124; White 1991:137). Moreover, as maritime historian James Barry observes, “they
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were the only things that could navigate the rivers and be carried over the portages, and the fur
trade could scarcely have existed without them” (Barry 1973:28).
The French were quick to appreciate the canoe’s good qualities, as well as its demands.
Lahontan in 1688 recorded, with considerable relief, that the birch canoes of his Algonquin
companions were far superior to those of a party of pursuing Iroquois. Entering eastern Lake Erie,
he wrote, “we were secure from all danger, for the Iroquois Canows are so dull and large, that they
cannot sail near so quick [n’approchent pas de la vitesse] as those made of Birch-bark. The former
are made of Elm-bark, which is very heavy, and their form is very awkward; for they are so long
and broad that thirty Men row in them, two abreast, whether sitting or standing, and the sides are
so low, that they dare not venture ‘em upon the Lakes, tho’ the wind be very slack” (Lahontan
1905:138). Lafitau described the elm-bark canoes of the Iroquois in greater detail, summing up
their simpler design as “constructed with all possible slovenliness and carelessness” while praising
birch canoes as “masterpieces of native art” (Lafitau 1977:126).
As late as 1826, Lewis Cass used a flotilla of large trade canoes to travel from Detroit to
the western end of Lake Superior.3 Charles Trowbridge, Cass’s secretary on his 1820 expedition,
expressed his grudging respect in a wealth of detail:
"the construction of these vessels, so frail and yet so wisely used for the purposes of
navigation on the Rivers of this Country, is such, that without the most extreme caution,
the traveler is every hour in danger of losing his canoe, baggage and perhaps his life; for
the Bark of which they are constructed is not more than 1/16 of an inch in thickness, and
this is stretched over and then sewed to Beams or knees which are not more than 3/8 to
1/2 inch thick; between these knees (which are placed very close to each other) and the
bark, are thin pieces of cedar wood, of the thickness of a quarter of an inch and length of
ten to twelve feet, and arranged in such a manner as to join the edges, whereby the bark
on the outside is prevented from yielding to trifling pressures. But the greatest strength of
a canoe of this kind is in the gunwale (which is made of strong tough wood [generally
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ash] and well bound with watape [cordage made from spruce roots] and the stiffening
poles which are laid in the bottom of the vessel to support the lading, and prevent it from
breaking in the waves. So that a canoe is equally strong and safe, whether laden or
empty, provided it is not too heavily laden" (Trowbridge 1942:137-139).
Thomas McKenney, Cass’s companion on his 1826 voyage, compared the canoe favorably to their
becalmed schooner as a transport through the Flats, finding “this little bark, superior to the current,
and even to the winds, in a place so narrow as this. Now we are stopped by the one, and baffled
by the other" (McKenney 1959:12-13).
As long as river networks incorporating portages remained viable transport zones, the
canoe held a place in the overall Great Lakes maritime landscape. In the St. Clair delta, however,
there were no portages, the critical constraint being the depth of the bar at the channel mouths,
which was seldom more than five feet (1.5 m) at the bar of the then-preferred South Channel.
These conditions encouraged the development of vernacular watercraft based on Old World
prototypes. “As time went on and the fur trade increased, the genius of the French evolved the
bateau,” wrote maritime historian James Cooke Mills (1910:34). Whether paddled, rowed or
poled, flat-bottomed bateaux and pirogues, originally developed for use primarily along French
rivers, coastlines and estuaries, likewise flourished in frontier conditions of minimal shoreline
infrastructure (White 1991:211). With the addition of gaff-rigged sails, the larger bateaux evolved
into the “Mackinac boat” which, as its name suggests, took part in the coasting trade on Lake
Huron and Georgian Bay (Mills 1910:34).
These simple boats could be built quickly and cheaply, using minimal tools, from hewed
or sawed planks, and fastened with pegs (Eldredge 1905:700). While lacking the sophisticated
craftsmanship of the birch-bark canoe, they nevertheless shared its goodness of fit within Adams’
web of constraints. Most of the early boats were doubtless small enough to serve the needs of an
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individual or two, but the design was versatile and scalable. “Some bateaux,” notes Mills
(1910:34), “were of nearly three tons’ burden, and three or four men could propel one against a
swift current of the streams by the use of oars and poles.” Cadillac’s 1702 Account of Detroit
mentions such a scaled-up version: “I have also had a boat of ten tons burden built which will be
useful for many purposes in the river” (Cadillac 1904:137). This suggests that its design was not
suitable for navigation on the open waters of the Great Lakes, but would serve for moving
commodities, notably grain from the French ribbon farms along the Strait, to Fort Ponchartrain
and the mills he controlled.
European-style shipbuilding depended on two key types of affordances: manufactured
fittings, sails, cordage and other ships’ stores; and suitable timber. The former had been transported
inland at no small effort and expense to build the Griffon, just above Niagara Falls. The latter, both
hardwoods and conifers, were gradually cognized by early French arrivals to the upper Great
Lakes, whose initial preoccupations were with furs and food. As early as 1679, the French were
more deeply impressed by the anthropogenic fruit orchards which lined the river banks than by
structural species, as Hennepin appended an afterthought to his inventory: “The rest of the strait
[above Lake St. Clair] is covered with forests, fruit trees like walnuts, chestnuts, plum and apple
trees, wild vines loaded with grapes, of which we made some little wine. There is timber fit for
building” (Hennepin 1966:92).
Likewise, Duluth’s description of the forestation along the St. Clair River was devoted first
and foremost to those trees which bore edible fruit and nuts. “It is a charming sight to see that
River,” he wrote in 1686, “bordered with an infinite number of apple-trees, with abundance of
plums-trees of every kind, of Chestnut and Walnut trees, and the Hazel-bushes of France; and to
find there the Vine, one of its finest ornaments, whose Grapes are fairly large and good. At intervals
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we come upon very large meadows, both dry and wet, full of grass that grows to the height of over
three feet. They are broken only by fruit Trees, or by hard-wood timber of great height and of
various kinds, such as the butternut and walnut, red and white Oak, Poplar, Basswood, Elm, Ash
and Cottonwood” (Duluth 1902:129). Cadillac’s 1702 account is clearly based on Duluth’s, his
aim being to encourage French colonization in the fiefdom along the Strait that he planned for
himself (Cadillac 1904). There is no mention by either author of the vast stands of white pine in
the Lower Peninsula of Michigan whose southern extremity lay along the aptly-named Pine River,
a tributary of the St. Clair River. From the conspicuous absence of interest in structural timber and
naval stores, it appears that the earliest French perceptions of the St. Clair River maritime cultural
landscape were conditioned by their colonial pattern of living lightly on the land, much like their
indigenous trading partners.
It is not entirely true that the French never again attempted European-style navigation on
the upper Great Lakes. In his travels on Lake Superior, trader Jonathan Carver in 1768 observed
"part of the hulk of a very large vessel, burnt to the water's edge, just at the opening from the Straits
of St. Marie's [Sault Ste-Marie] into the Lake" (Carver 1781:v). Carver's conclusion was that the
French, "who always kept a small schooner on this lake whilst they were in possession of Canada,"
(Carver 1781:134) had created a clandestine naval presence on Lake Superior. This wreck appears
to have been that of a bark built by French entrepreneur Sieur de la Ronde Denis, in a failed attempt
to develop a copper trade (Nute 1944:160). At a reported forty tons' capacity it was no
inconsiderable vessel, which evidently never transited the rapids of the St. Mary's River, and
appears to have been burned by the retreating French, if not by de la Ronde himself, on the cession
of New France to the British in 1760. Historian Henry Howland thus qualifies the assertion that
the Niagara-built British schooner Huron (1761), which played such a vital role in the relief of
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Detroit during Pontiac’s Rebellion, was "the first decked vessel to plow the waters of Lake Erie
since the days of the Griffon" (Howland 1903:24; emphasis added), informed by his knowledge of
de la Ronde's vessel, built and sailed solely on Lake Superior.
It is also worth noting that by the end of the French colonial period in the Great Lakes, the
residents along the St. Clair River were both aware of, and exploiting, its timber resources, almost
certainly including boat-building. A British description of the mouth of the Pine River in 1761
noted that “the inhabitants of Detroit had a sawmill at said creek and got all their boards and Pyn
timber from it” (Brehm 1883:25). Seven decades and an entire historical era later, French nautical
practice persisted. The American journalist Chandler Gilman, becalmed at Ward's Landing, in
1835, observed the following scene: "at the wharf we found an old Frenchman, or rather French
Canadian, busy bringing a raft of boards and smaller timber ashore" (Gilman 1836:65).
It is not difficult to suppose that those boards observed by Gilman had been milled at the
Pine River, a mere eight miles (13 km) upstream, and floated to Ward’s Landing, the future
shipbuilding hub renamed Marine City three decades later. Nor is it unreasonable to infer that a
number of those pine planks were to be used by the French colonists, and their descendant habitant
community, to build the bateaux and pirogues that formed, and long remained, vital links in the
Great Lakes maritime system, particularly across the Flats (Figure 8.2). On the other hand,
Westerdahl cautions against ascribing identity to boats. “Boatbuilding is not essentially ethnical in
character,” he insists. “It is often haphazardly and uncontextually applied, especially if it is not
taking into account the question of function” (Westerdahl 1994:267). In that case, it was their
ability to serve the needs first of French settlers along the waterfront, then of British and American
merchants negotiating the Flats, that ensured the longevity of flat-bottomed boats in the St. Clair
maritime landscape, even to the present day (Figure 10.4).
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Thus, as with place-names, settlement patterns, descendant community identities and
maritime practices, the material culture of nautical technology did not vanish from the maritime
landscape with the ascendancy of one social group and its ideology over its predecessors. Rather,
all these phenomena, whether adopted or adapted, accumulated and became sedimented into the
broader cultural substrate, defining and enabling both persistent and emergent maritime practices,
technologies and material culture.
In assessing the French colonial period in terms of Adam’s constraining factors, the
similarities with the indigenous canoe-builders outweigh the differences; first because they began
(with the exception of the Griffin) plying the same transport zones (environment) in the same
craft—the canoe. In their choice of materials, they were fortunate in having abundant coniferous
and hardwood species to furnish framing, planking, and spars for vessels of any size. French
boatbuilding technology and traditions were those of the rural craftsman: when they undertook to
build vernacular craft, their ideology, purpose and economics were much the same as seen in their
settlement pattern: to live along the littoral zone, in the margin between the maritime landscape
and the habitat of the economic species, notably the beaver.
4. BRITISH COLONIAL MARITIMITY, 1760-1813: BOATBUILDING
Just as the canoe survived the transition from the indigenous to the French colonial period,
small-boat navigation that evolved under the French was of necessity adopted by the British in the
St. Clair locale. With the displacement of the French by the British in 1760, European-style
navigation resumed in the waters above Detroit with the arrival of the schooners Victory (1763)
and Gladwin (1764). Both were full-keeled designs, built at Navy Island near Niagara in eastern
Lake Erie, with a modest draft of approximately 7 feet (2.1 m), allowing them to cross the bar
across the South Channel, but not without difficulty and risk. The British hybrid route called for
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the Gladwin to ply the waters above the St. Clair delta to Michilimackinac, transferring passengers
and cargo to and from bateaux and pirogues from Detroit that traversed Lake St. Clair and the
Flats. A painting of the Detroit waterfront by a British lieutenant in 1794 (Figure 8.2) shows the
elements of the maritime taskscape, each in its place. Small craft are shown in the foreground:
loading and unloading cargo using a pony-cart; fishing; moving cargo by sail, paddle and oar. In
the background, square-rigged merchant ships lie at the King’s Wharf with its warehouses.

Figure 8.2. Edmund Henn, “A View of Detroit, July 25, 1794.” Note the variety of vessels:
canoes and bateaux in the foreground using the riverbank as a landing, while the squarerigged vessels of the Provincial Marine use the King’s Wharf and warehouses (center
background). (Courtesy of Detroit Public Library, Burton Historical Collection).
Throughout the period of British control of the Great Lakes, a militarized version of the
hybrid transport corridor developed. Shoal-draft gunboats were mobilized for river duty, while
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ships of the British Provincial Marine generally confined their operations to the waters below
Detroit. Small craft had already proven their worth on the frontier: during Pontiac’s 1763 siege of
Detroit, “four batteaus made row-gallies,” armed with swivel-guns and grapeshot, protected the
ships Michigan and Huron while at anchor (Amherst 1931:326). Thereafter the gunboat became a
staple feature of the British naval presence at Detroit. In his ill-advised expedition against the
American-held fort at Vincennes in the winter of 1778, Lieutenant-Governor Henry Hamilton left
Detroit with a flotilla of 42 pirogues and 10 bateaux, including “a very large French one,” carrying
their sole artillery piece, a 6-pounder cannon (Du Vernet 1908:409). They made their way up the
Maumee River, then portaged several miles into the Wabash basin, taking the nearly-unmanned
post without resistance, only to inspire an epic midwinter counteroffensive by the intrepid Col.
George Rogers Clark of Kentucky, resulting in the capture of both Vincennes and Hamilton.
While it is not unreasonable to presume that Hamilton’s boats could have been built at or
above Detroit using timber from the Pine River stand, it is not until the war for the Old Northwest
in the 1790s that documentation clearly shows the British commissioning purpose-built gunboats
in the St. Clair locale. In those waning days of British control of American territory following
Anthony Wayne’s victory at Fallen Timbers in 1794, British military operations were relocated
from Fort Lernoult at Detroit and Fort Miamis on the Maumee River, to Fort Amherstberg (now
Fort Malden) in Ontario. In an effort to protect his northern flank, Lieutenant Governor John
Graves Simcoe ordered a blockhouse and a fleet of six gunboats to be built at present-day Chatham
on the Thames River, a navigable tributary of Lake St. Clair. Unlike on the Michigan side, pine
was not available nearby; difficulties in obtaining the light, inexpensive and easily-worked timber
forced the boatbuilder, one William Baker, to use local walnut instead. The results were both too
heavy and too expensive, and work was suspended before completion (Hamil 1951:25). Simcoe’s
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vision of Chatham as a shipbuilding center was thus deferred by nearly four decades, when it
would serve a commercial rather than military role.
5. BRITISH SHIPBUILDING IN THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE
The early days of the British colonial occupation of Detroit were marked by the 1763 native
uprising against the unwelcome conquerors, commonly known as Pontiac’s Rebellion.
Instrumental in relieving the beleaguered outpost were the two ships, the schooner Huron (Figure
8.3) and the sloop Michigan, sometimes referenced as Beaver (Howland 1903:26). Both were built

Figure 8.3. British schooner Huron, circa 1760 (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research
Collection)
at Navy Island, just above Niagara Falls at the outlet of Lake Erie. At least a half-dozen ships were
built there in the 1760s, including the schooners Gladwin and Victory that carried the trade between

220

Niagara and Michilimackinac (Howland 1903). Table 8.1 shows British ships built on the upper
Great Lakes during the colonial period. Navy Island ships dominated the 1760s; thereafter, Detroit
became the site of choice—with a handful of exceptions, including an outlier in the St. Clair
landscape: the little sloop Chippewa, built in 1769 at the Pine River, near Fort Sinclair.
As noted above, the British were quick to realize the resources of the St. Clair landscape
for the construction not only of buildings and boats, but ships. In 1767, trader John Porteous
remarked on the maritime potential of timber reserves upstream from the frontier town of Detroit.
“Above F[ort] S[inclair] is a pinery from which D[etroit] & all the settlement is built[,] the timber
being carried down on rafts[;] this swamp affords excellent pine & sufficient masts for any vessels”
(Porteous 1767). The British began developing nautical infrastructure promptly, but gradually. In
Jonathan Carver's journal for August 8, 1766, he noted: "Arrived at the block house [Fort Sinclair]
commanded at present by Captain [Patrick] Sinclare [sic] who commands the vessel [schooner
Gladwin] which passes and repasses from this place during the summer season with supplies of
provisions for Michillimackinac. Very near under cover of this block house a small creek [Pine
River] enters the [St. Clair] river in which the vessel is careen'd during the winter season” (Carver
1976:69). The process of careening, whereby a vessel is beached and rolled first to one side then
the other, can be seen as a precursor to actual shipbuilding, as it allowed for structural repairs to
the hull—the replacement of planks, repair of frame timbers, as well as such routine maintenance
as caulking seams. Three years later, in 1769, Alexander Grant built the single-masted sloop
Chippewa at Fort Sinclair, site of the present-day town of St. Clair. She was rated at 50 tons burden,
and armed with four swivel guns (Anonymous 1888:198-199).
Like Simcoe’s boat-building venture at Chatham three decades later, Grant’s little sloop
was a one-off, an outlier in the pattern of shipbuilding in the Strait. He moved his operation to
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British Shipbuilding in the Upper Great Lakes, 1761-1794
Year

Place

Builder

Name

Type

Tons

Draft

Length

Masts

Owner

1762

Niagara

Royal Navy

Michigan

Sloop

80

7

60

1

Royal Navy

1761
1763
1764
1764
1764
1769
1771
1771
1772
1772
1773
1774
1774
1774
1774
1775
1775
1778
1778
1779
1784
1786
1786
1787
1787
1789

Niagara
Niagara
Niagara
Niagara
Niagara

Royal Navy
Royal Navy
Royal Navy
Royal Navy
Royal Navy

Pine River

Grant, A.

Detroit

Cornwall

Detroit
Detroit
Detroit

Cornwall

Detroit

Hudson's Bay

Detroit

Saginaw
Detroit

80

7

60

2

Royal Navy

Schooner

80

7

60

2

Royal Navy

Schooner
Schooner
Sloop

8.1

72

2

Schooner

90

2

Grant, Alexander

Sloop
Sloop
Sloop
Sloop

Schooner

Other

Brig

Sloop

34

5.3

45

1

Macomb Brothers

6.4

56

1

Grant, Alexander

2

Askin, John

26
61
55

9

16

47

Schooner

34

Schooner

25

15

Trombley?

Sagina

Sloop

36

1794

Detroit

Baker, Wm

Sloop

Schooner

Chippewa

Schooner

Francis

Sloop

Swan

Schooner

Grant, Alexander

9
7

47

2

Grant, Alexander

60

Schooner

Detroit

Grant, Alexander

154

Mackinac

Nancy

1

Royal Navy

Schooner

Sloop

Esperance

2

Royal Navy

1

Weazell

Trombley

60

2

52

Welcome

Industry

50

7

60

6

Schooner

Ottawa

80

7

66

Hope

De Peyster

70

Sloop

Schooner

Gen'l Gage

Royal Navy

Schooner

Askin, John

1790

Detroit

Schooner

Beaver

Beaver

Grant,
Alexander

1792

Angelica

Wyandotte

Detroit

Saginaw

Chippewa

Felicity

Mackinac

Detroit

Gladwin

Faith

Detroit

Detroit

Charlotte

Archangel

Detroit

Detroit

Boston

Adventure

Detroit

Mackinac

Victory

Dunmore

Detroit

Mackinac

Huron

2
1
1
1
2

6

4

20
9

37

1

McTavish,McBeath
Askin, John
Askin, John

2

Northwest Co

80

2

Askin, John

79

2

Northwest Co

2

100
32

Askin, John

Grant, Alexander
7

49

1

May, John

Navy

Table 8.1. Upper Great Lakes Shipbuilding under British colonial rule, 1761-1794. Note
the sloop Chippewa, built in1769 at Pine River (Fort Sinclair).

Detroit, building at least another half-dozen vessels, beginning with the 66-ton sloop Angelica in
1771, and ending in 1790 with a second Chippewa, a schooner twice the size of her namesake
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(Table 8.1). Detroit was emerging as an “Atlantic entrepôt” handling the trade in ships’ stores, but
not their manufacture. Iron fittings, cordage, and sailcloth were required under colonial rule to be
imported from the mother country (Cangany 2014; Parkins 1918:280). Transporting such bulky
commodities from Detroit across the Flats to the Pine River was an avoidable expense.
Detroit’s advantages would also have included better access to skilled labor, as well as
greater security from native unrest and, within a few years, American rebels. Flammable stores of
timber, tar and pitch could certainly be much better guarded at Fort Detroit than at remote little
Fort Sinclair. On the eve of Revolution, the merchant fleet, like Fort Ponchartrain, was showing
its age. Upon his arrival at Detroit in November 1775, British civilian governor Henry Hamilton
“directed the putting in repair of His Majesty’s Vessels [i.e., the Provincial Marine] lying here,”
presumably at the same King’s Shipyard that Grant, and at least one other builder named Cornwall,
had used to build a total of nine vessels by that time—most recently McTavish and McBeath’s 55ton sloop Felicity (1775) (Hamilton 1908:265; Anonymous 1888:199).
The principal role of the St. Clair landscape for the remainder of the British colonial
regime, then, was as the source of abundant, high-quality timber (Sabick 2004:19). Recalling that
Governor Hamilton was subsequently taken prisoner at Vincennes early in 1779, it is not surprising
that by 1780 Detroit was on a war footing, fully anticipating an imminent attack by the impetuous
Kentuckian George Rogers Clark, now fortified with Hamilton’s flotilla and armed with his
artillery piece (Harrison 2014:31). The log of the British sloop Welcome of the Provincial Marine,
records that on May 27, 1780, the ship left Fort Sinclair on the Pine River with rafts of timber for
the shipyard at Detroit. Two weeks later, the sloop was back at Fort Sinclair, where two men were
detailed on shore, "grinding the axes [and] making halves [hafts] for the same," evidently for the
felling of more timber (Welcome 1779-1782).
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Peacetime brought glimmerings of hope for expanded commerce, and with them, concerns
with the logistics of opening up the St. Clair maritime corridor as the British, in violation of the
1783 Treaty of Paris, maintained a firm hold on the fur trade routes in the upper Great Lakes for
another dozen years (Dunbar and May 1995:88). The hybrid transport zone through the St. Clair
delta, clearly the key constraint or limiting factor, had evidently outlived its usefulness. Lacking
as yet the means to physically alter the landscape, the British turned to the two factors they could
control: their practice, and their vessels. In neither area had there been technological
breakthroughs. The former has been discussed already: such labor-intensive propulsion as warping
and kedging, suitable for time of war, would not be cost-effective in commerce. The staking of the
Elbow and the preferential use of Anchor Bay as a staging area for lightering or awaiting favorable
conditions did not come about until the early 19th century. So too with the vessels: the centerboard
and the steamboat were still nearly four decades in the future.
Still, there were options. In his 1788 report on fortifications to Lord Dorchester, British
engineer Gother Mann appended a critique of the navigation of the upper lakes, including British
shipbuilding. His was an early voice advocating the use of schooners. The confined waters, he
reasoned, favored the schooner as the design best able to work to windward. As to their
displacement, Mann recommended that “they should be from Eighty to One Hundred Tons burthen
on Lake Ontario; and Fifty Tons burthen on Lakes Erie and Huron; but if not intended to
communicate between these two Lakes, they may be then of the same size as on Lake Ontario”
(Mann 1888:37). Mann thus acknowledged that the navigation between Lakes Erie and Huron was
contingent on traversing the bar at the mouth of the St. Clair River, “through which there is a very
narrow channel with not more than seven feet water, muddy bottom” (Mann 1888:32). Mann
recommended that vessels intended to traverse the Flats be smaller and lighter, but not shallower.
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Against the latter, he warned, “it does not seem advisable, nor do I know of any good reason
to continue the practice of building vessels flat bottomed, or to have very little draft of water, they
are always unsafe, and many of the accidents which have happened upon the Lakes, have perhaps
in some degree been owing to that construction” (Mann 1888:37). Recalling that the 80-ton
Gladwin, built in 1763, drew only seven feet (2.1 m) of water, while the 60-ton schooner Hope,
built in 1772, drew nine (2.7), Mann’s recommendation favors the latter design. As if to prove his
point, the shallow-draft Gladwin, which had regularly traversed the Flats without incident,
capsized with all hands in a gale on Lake Erie in 1768 after a career of only 5 years, owing to being
poorly ballasted—a critical error for a hull of its design. The more seaworthy Hope, with its greater
draft, had run hard aground in the Flats in 1805, as related in the preceding chapter, yet served a
remarkable 54 years before grounding a final time in Lake Huron in 1826, with two lives lost.
By that time, two wars had been fought, and the world had changed. With the lifting of the
repressive political and economic strictures of the colonial regime, the necessary conditions for a
viable shipbuilding industry outside the Detroit area were in place: a pacified landscape, the freer
movement of capital, and of the manufactured goods needed to build and equip ships. Judging by
Adams’ schema, the British period was one of colonial ideology, purpose, and economics—the
creation of both an extractive industry and a captive market in the colony. Despite an abundance
of maritime materials, the policy of the motherland stifled innovation and adaptation. Instead,
nautical technology, like maritime was bound by tradition: labor-intensive square-rigged ships,
man-handled through an environment for which they were ill-suited.
No wonder then, that when the constraints of colonialism were lifted, the abundant
affordances of the St. Clair maritime landscape allowed it to thrive as a center of wooden ship
production. Between 1824 and 1926, at least 781 commercial vessels were built in sixteen
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shipbuilding communities there. By comparison, approximately 600 ships were built during the
same period in Detroit and the downriver shipbuilding centers of Trenton and Wyandotte.4 The
extensive documentation of the industry permits a quantitative approach to choices made by
shipbuilders in the ecology of the St. Clair locale within the post-colonial and modern American
and Canadian economies. It shows the shifting dialectical tensions between materials, tradition
and technology, in a relatively stable ideological and economic climate of industrial capitalism.
6. POST-COLONIAL AND MODERN SHIPBUILDING, 1824-1926
The Rush-Bagot agreement minimized the British and American naval presences in the
upper lakes, eliminating the Provincial Marine with its armed, fully-manned vessels. The capitalist
economy that emerged in the Great Lakes no longer followed the British colonial model of
exchanging raw materials of high-density value—furs—for trade goods manufactured in the
mother country, largely as an instrument of government policy, and often at a net monetary loss.
Nevertheless there were similarities, as the rapid westward expansion sent wave after wave of
settlers into the receding frontier, where they now produced such low-density bulk commodities
as timber, grain, and minerals in exchange for the manufactures of the industrializing East
(Woodford 1994:52). The combined economic impacts of the Industrial Revolution and the
Westward Movement on this new dialectic were sudden, rapid, and dramatic.
The maritime imperatives of this new capitalistic and expansionist economy were quantity
and profitability, as impacted by speed, labor, infrastructure, and risk. The preceding chapter
discussed the cascade of factors—political, economic, technological—that permitted the
transformation of the Flats throughout the 19th century. The present section pursues how this
transformation was manifested in one form of material culture—shipbuilding—where, why and
how ships were built in and often specifically for, the waters of the St. Clair maritime landscape.
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The following chapter complements this with a detailed examination of the physical
transformation of the built environment of the Flats—landforms, water bodies, and
infrastructure—that coevolved with local and regional shipbuilding.
In surveying the watercraft of the Great Lakes, Bradley Rodgers notes that “over the course
of the nineteenth century, tens of thousands of vernacular vessels were built on the Great Lakes
ranging from wooden vessels of the largest classes, those that most influenced trade in the ‘Old
Northwest,’ to craft such as tugs, ferries, pleasure craft, and small working craft like fishing tugs,
bateaus, canoes, mackinaw boats, flats, and barges of all types” (Rodgers 2016:205). Those smaller
vernacular craft were built informally, often at the point of use. The larger vessels, by contrast,
were produced in commercial shipyards. Once built, they were registered, taxed, insured, repaired,
modified, lost or scrapped—lengthening the paper trail of their usage patterns throughout the Great
Lakes. This adds to their value as subjects for the analysis of trends over time.
With the exception of the sloop Chippewa (1769), shipbuilding in the St. Clair locale began
in the early 1820s, with a dozen sailing ships built within that decade in four locations: St. Clair
(5 ships); Marine City (3); Mount Clemens (3); and Algonac (1).5 Their average displacement was
38 gross tons (Table 8.2), while their average draft was just under 5 feet (Table 8.3).6 Eight were
schooners; the remaining four were sloop-rigged. All these patterns accord well with the
recommendations of Gother Mann back in 1788: modest displacement; draft shallow enough to
permit careful passage through the Flats, and the more maneuverable and economical fore-and- aft
rig. Over time, some sixteen vessel types emerged from the shipyards of the St. Clair region in the
century spanning the 1820s to the 1920s (Table 8.4). Collectively, they comprise 782 vessels,
details of which appear as Appendix A.
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Table 8.2. Average Gross Tonnage of vessels built in the St. Clair study area (1820- 1929)

Table 8.3. Average draft of vessels built in the St. Clair study area,(1820-1929)
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Table 8.4. Vessel types built in the St. Clair study area, with total for each type.

Following are brief descriptions of these sixteen ship types, listed in chronological order
of their production at shipyards in the St. Clair study area, with the number of units produced there.
Figure 8.4 gives schematic diagrams of six sailing vessel types; Figures 8.5 through 8.12 offer
pictorial examples of locally-built specimens. Some, such as the barkentine, are distinctive in form;
others, notably ferry boats, tug- or tow-boats, and barges, are highly variable in form, but can be
usefully grouped on the basis of function. In many cases, the historical terminology is imprecise;
first, because a given vessel could fall into more than one category. A propeller (in form) employed
as both a tow-boat and a package freighter (in functions) was a common occurrence. Equally
common was the alteration of a vessel’s form or function during its service life. Schooners with
retrofitted engines became steambarges or “screw steamers,” while aging schooners, or steamboats
with their engines removed, became barges. A long-lived vessel was liable to have as many as a
half-dozen “identities,” with attendant name-changes. In compiling a database of ships built in the
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Figure 8.4. Sailing vessel types built in the St. Clair study area, 1820-1929: (a) topsail
schooner; (b) 2-masted schooner; (c) 3-masted schooner; (d) sloop; (e) brigantine or brig;
(f) barkentine or bark. (Adapted from Luce, Benson and Seabury, 1898)

St. Clair locale, I have used the type (and name) under which a vessel was listed at the time of its
original building, as this reflects both the demand, and the state of nautical technology as it relates
to the landscape and its sailing conditions at that moment in time.
•

Schooner (1821), 208 built. The earliest and commonest design, ideal for short passages
and restricted sea-room. Two masts, both fore-and-aft rigged. The original British “topsail
schooners” added square-rigged foremast topsails (Figure 8.4.a), adding

downwind

performance to upwind efficiency (Ericson 1969:100). Faced with competition from
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steamers, mid-century schooners economized on crew size by eliminating the topsails
(Figure 8.4.b), with larger specimens often compensating by adding a third mast. (Figure
8.4.c). Centerboards were prevalent by the 1840s (Labadie and Murphy 1987:27).
•

Sloop (1826): 15 built. Single mast, fore-and-aft rig with a single head sail (Figure 8.4.d).
Early specimens like the Welcome (Figure 6.2) featured square-rigged topsails on the
mainmast, similar to the foremast of a topsail schooner—and likewise eventually dropped
to contain labor costs. Their shallower draft compared to schooners made them a popular
choice for early shipbuilders in the St. Clair locale.

•

Steamer (1833): 57 built. Propelled by steam-powered paddle-wheels. Unlike the sternwheeler “riverboat,” Great Lakes steamers were invariably side-wheelers (Figure 8.5). The
legendary Walk in the Water (1818) visited Detroit in 1820, continuing to Mackinac at least
once in her brief 3-year career. Thirteen more years passed before a Mount Clemens
shipbuilder launched Lady of the Lake. Steamers quickly dominated the profitable
passenger trade, where a premium was placed on speed, while sail remained economical
for bulk cargo until the 1880s (Ericson 1968:3).

•

Ferry (1839): 16 built. Powered vessel serving as a maritime link in a land transport system,
whether for passengers, rail, or vehicles. Grouped by function rather than design, this class
includes some of the smallest and largest vessels built on the Great Lakes.

•

Brigantine (1845), 9 built. Two masts, both square-rigged; also called a “brig” on the Great
Lakes. As a design for naval combat, brigs with their numerous sails were more difficult
to disable, but required a large crew. Many merchant brigantines were re-rigged as
schooners for economical operation in peacetime (Ericson 1969:101) (Figure 8.4.e).
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•

Barkentine (1847): 10 built. Three masts, only the foremast square-rigged: commonly
known as a “bark.” Like the brigantine, barkentines were often re-rigged as schooners as
an economizing measure (Figure 8.4.f).

•

Propeller (1846): 56 built. Propelled by a steam-powered (later diesel) screw propeller.
Versatile and powerful, often used for towing multiple sailing vessels, and for packet
freight from the mid-19th century onward (Figure 8.6).

•

Scow Schooner (1848): 122 built. Boxy, with a flattened bottom, square bow and stern, and
simply rigged. Very quickly and cheaply built, and ideal for frontier use, as it required
minimal depth approaching the shore. Often converted to towed barges for moving bulk
commodities like grain and lumber (Figure 8.7)

•

Steambarge (1848): 98 built. The workhorse of the Great Lakes. Its combination of a
schooner hull with a steam engine makes it the “missing link between sail and steam in the
Great Lakes” (Rodgers 2016:221). The design evolved in use, beginning with an aft pilot
house, positioned directly over the steering gear. By shifting its pilot house forward and
leaving the cabins aft, shipwrights around 1880 offered a long center space above and
below decks, often used for lumber. Commonly termed “lumber hookers,” often doing
double duty consort towing additional lumber barges. (Labadie and Murphy 1987:34).
(Figure 8.8).

•

Towboat or tugboat (1854): 69 built. A powered vessel used to move other vessels—sailing
ships and later, dedicated barges. Although the terms are not standardized, in common
usage towboat referred to a side-wheeler, while tugboat came to refer to compact, powerful
propellers purpose-built for pulling or pushing one or more vessels. Also used as marine
workboats for harbor work, construction and salvage operations.
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•

Scow (1858): 11 built. An imprecise catch-all term for shallow-draft craft. Unlike a barge,
it often had a minimal sailing rig, making it a scow schooner.

•

Barge (1861): 43 built. Unpowered, unrigged vessel designed to be towed or pushed. Many
ships originally built as sailing vessels or steamboats ended their careers as barges.

•

Schooner-barge (1864): 29 built. Built on an efficient schooner hull, but intended primarily
as a towed vessel with auxiliary sailing rig (Figure 8.9).

•

Excursion Vessel (1871): 3 built. Designed for passenger trade, especially day trips from
urban centers like Detroit, Chicago, Buffalo and Milwaukee (Figure 8.10). While none of
these modest-sized specimens falls into the “floating palaces” category, the Flats became
the haunt for just such vessels, notably the Red Star and White Star lines, between the postCivil War “Gilded Age” and the Great Depression.

•

Package Freighter (1873) 8 built. Versatile propellers carrying a mixed payload: goods
“packaged” in boxes, barrels or bags on the lower deck; passengers in topside cabins. Their
heyday was cut short by the proliferation of the railroad (Figure 8.11).

•

Bulk Freighter (1881) 28 built. Designed to carry bulk commodities (grain, lumber, coal,
salt, sand, ore). Evolved from the steambarge, featuring a forward pilot house and aft
cabins. Instead of a lower deck, bulk freighters featured large central holds, accessed by
numerous hatches (Ericson 1968:4-5). Most were wooden-hulled, with a handful of steel
specimens built in the St. Clair locale before production shifted to Detroit area and Lake
Erie shipyards. Today’s enormous self-unloading “lakers” are their direct descendants
(Lafferty and Van Heest 2009) (Figure 8.12).
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Figure 8.5. Steamer Empire State, built at St. Clair (1848). The largest steamboat on inland
waters in her day, her stripped hull was repurposed as a dock in the Flats only ten years
later. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)

Figure 8.6. Propeller City of New Baltimore, built at Marine City (1875). (Thunder Bay
Sanctuary Research Collection)
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Figure 8.7. Scow-schooner Bertie, built at Mt. Clemens (1896). Note the simple hull lines
and rig. Bertie drew only 4’ of water. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)

Figure 8.8. Steambarge Bessie, built at Fair Haven (1880). Typical configuration: aft
engine and cabin, a small emergency sailing rig forward, and a large cargo area—here
seen hauling timber. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)
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Figure 8.9. Schooner-barge Miztec, built at Marine City (1890). The steam engine
seen in the bow (left) is a “donkey engine” used for raising the anchor, handling cargo,
and raising sails, minimizing crew size. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)

Figure 8.10. The excursion vessel R J Gordon, built at Marine City (1881), spent most of
her 29-year career on Lake Michigan. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)
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Figure 8.11. Package freighter Vanderbilt, built at Port Huron (1871). The cabins indicate
she carried passengers as well as manufactured goods. The arches, or “hogging
trusses,” kept the hull from flexing in heavy seas. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research
Collection)

Figure 8.12. Bulk freighter Italia, built at Marine City (1889). This early specimen shows
the forward pilot house and rear engine. The cluttered midships area soon gave way to
more hatches accessing the cargo hold. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)
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7. THE DIALECTICS OF SHIPBUILDING IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
The shipbuilding industry in the St. Clair locale, first within the post-colonial maritime
landscape of the early nineteenth century, and then the physically transformed landscape of the
modern (post-Civil War) period, may be understood in terms of Adams’ septet of elements
comprising the dialectic relations affecting the building of ships:
•

Ideology, Economics, Purpose: These factors can collectively be seen as the supplanting
of colonial mercantilism (characterized by government monopolies with captive markets,
such as the Hudson’s Bay Company) by industrial capitalism—entrepreneurial in nature,
yet increasingly globalizing in scope. Waterborne commerce facilitated the flow of bulk
commodities (lumber, grain, minerals) eastward to manufacturing and urban centers, while
manufactured goods and a shifting population flowed westward towards the frontier. A
countervailing political ideology, advocating a limited role for government in facilitating
waterborne commerce, while not directly constraining the shipbuilding industry, affected
the improvement of the St. Clair Flats for navigation, as discussed in Chapter 7 and will be
examined in greater detail in the following chapter.

•

Technology: The advent of steam power was a monumental disruption, a total phenomenon
that impacted every other constraint in some way, opening up niches in the maritime
economy for such innovations as towboats, consort barges, dredges, pile-drivers—all
various means of increasing the commercial through-put of the Great Lakes maritime
transport system. By the turn of the twentieth century, steam had supplanted sail, after a
three-decade twilight period during which it arguably prolonged their interrelationship.

•

Materials and Tradition: So long as wood remained plentiful, both as a structural material
and as fuel, the St. Clair landscape continued as a highly active locale for both shipbuilding
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and taking on firewood for the crossing of Lake Huron. The simultaneous persistence and
evolution of traditional ship designs is the manifestation of the dialectic that developed
between the disruptive effects of steam; the innate conservatism of shipbuilders and their
traditions; and the versatility, accessibility, and affordability of wood. Shipbuilders were
entrepreneurial capitalists in a highly competitive market forcing the adoption of steam,
yet their early efforts were fully rigged sailing vessels with sidewheels or propellers added
on—not always gracefully or effectively. Wood was abundant and cheap, yet flammable
and perishable over time. Only when its supply was exhausted did wood cease to be a
favored material. By the end of the century, wood had been supplanted by iron, then steel,
in the construction of ships and by coal in their fueling, as the materiality of structural metal
asserted itself in hull design and size based on its properties and economies of scale.
•

Environment: The channels, and the bars across their mouth, continued as the major
constraining factor influencing nautical design through the middle of the century. The
centerboard schooner and the shallow-draft steamboat were responses to the unmodified
environment. With large-scale dredging and other modifications, the landscape of the Flats
increasingly became a built environment, optimized for high volumes of navigation.

The first noticeable and significant maritime dialectic that emerged in the post-colonial St.
Clair landscape was that between the nascent commercial shipbuilding industry in the Great Lakes,
and the affordances of the Pine River, with its wealth of timber. James M’Call, U.S. senator from
New York, aboard the steamboat Sheldon Thompson in 1830, wrote in his journal: "Stop[p]ed at
ward's landing [later Marine City] -- miles above Lake St. Clair for wood... a fertile spot and I have
no doubt in time will be a Village. A Vessel has been built here in the last season. Timber fine
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and Tall consisting of oak, Hickory, Maple, &c." (M'Call 1892:182; emphasis added). The vessel
in question was probably the 70-ton schooner Marshall Ney, built by Samuel Ward. The longstanding presence of sawmills served to catalyze the process.
The proliferation of sawmills, even before the onset of the shipbuilding boom in the 1840s,
serves as an indicator of where the centers were to develop along the St. Clair River: the Gazetteer
of Michigan for 1838 lists a total of fifteen saw mills in the St. Clair locale, clustered in the areas
of present-day Marine City (7 sawmills), St. Clair (5), Mt Clemens (2), and Port Huron (1). Of the
last, the author wrote that Port Huron “possesses excellent facilities for ship building, and furnishes
an abundance of the best material, especially spars, for that business” (Blois 1838:346). By the
Age of Steam, southeast Michigan led the Great Lakes region in steamer construction, with the
heaviest concentrations in Detroit and along the St. Clair River, where a “plethora of yards” had
sprung up in the shadow of the seemingly inexhaustible timber stands (Mills 2002:12). Those
shipyards formed the nuclei of sixteen maritime communities along the Strait between Port Huron
and Algonac, as well as on the two major tributaries of Lake St. Clair: the Clinton River (Mt.
Clemens, Michigan) and the Thames (Chatham, Ontario). The spatial and temporal patterning of
shipbuilding evidenced by shipyards, maritime archaeologist Anthony Firth argues, creates “a
landscape of technological and financial innovation inhabited not just by shipwrights but by the
whole of the soon-to-be modern population of the region” (Firth 1995:4). Table 8.5 shows the
distribution of the commercial ships built throughout the study area, with Marine City (216 ships
built) and Port Huron (168 built) producing nearly half (49%) of the total of 781 ships built in the
study area. The initial postcolonial dialectic between materials (timber) and environment (the Strait
and the Flats), once established, was escalated by developing tensions between the constraints of
the maritime landscape, economic imperatives, maritime practice, and nautical design, as indexed

240

Table 8.5. Shipbuilding in the St. Clair study area, by Location of Shipyard, 1820-1929.

by average vessel draft. The physical agency of the landscape, in the form of bars of indurated
marl across the channel mouths, certainly began as the controlling factor. As historian Thomas
Odle observed: “until 1858 the draught of vessels built on the Great Lakes was determined by the
depth of water in the north channel of the St. Clair River” (Odle 1956:3). It lay with the sailors and
shipbuilders to make a countermove: the former, by surveying, marking and learning to navigate
the Flats; the latter, by building shallow-draft schooners that could maximize the available payload.
The initial response of the shipbuilders was conservative: a modest increase in average
draft, together with the adoption of the centerboard. Table 8.3 shows an increase of 1.2 feet in the
average draft of vessels built in the 1830s over those of the 1820s. This is the decade that followed
the accurate charting and marking of the approach to the North Channel. It also saw the published
observation of the effects of wind and current, and the incorporation of Anchor Bay into the
maritime landscape as a place permitting either of two crucial practices: lightering, or waiting for
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Table 8.6. Vessels built in the St. Clair study area, by decade, 1820-1929. Note the doubling
of ships launched each decade between the 1820s and the 1860s.

favorable conditions. The average draft of 6.1 feet remained within the charted minimum depth of
the North Channel bar. Constrained in terms of gross tonnage and draft but blessed with seemingly
endless forests, shipbuilders compensated with quantity: between 1820 and 1869, the number of
ships launched in the St. Clair region doubled every decade, peaking around 1870 (Table 8.6). In
his 1858 report to Congress on Great Lakes commerce, consul to Canada Israel Andrews noted:
"At Port Huron, Newport [present-day Marine City] and St. Clair, on the St. Clair River, shipbuilding is prosecuted to a considerable extent and to very decided advantage; one of the largest
steamers which navigates the lakes, of 1,600 tons burden, with an engine of 1,000 horse power,
having been constructed on these waters." (Andrews 1853:192). Andrews appears to refer to the
1,554 ton steamer Empire State, built at St. Clair in 1848.
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The pervasive impact of steam power, both upon self-propelled steamboats and towed
sailing vessels, formed a new dialectic in the 1840s around the disruptive technology of towing.
Even prior to the effective implementation of steam dredging, the combination of accurate charting
of the natural passage over the South Channel bar, and the ability of steam-propelled vessels to
make their way directly up-current, encouraged the shipyards to increase their average draft to 7.1
feet. Following the limited dredging in the 1850s, the hiatus imposed by the Civil War delayed
extensive improvement in the South Channel passage. This modest improvement was reflected in
an equally modest draft increase, to 7.8 feet, which leveled off for the remainder of the 1860s.
Following the Civil War, aggressive improvements of the St. Clair Flats beginning in 1871
triggered a dramatic increase in average draft, to 9.7 feet (Table 8.3), from whence it continued to
rise as the shipping channel through the entire Strait was progressively deepened (Moulton and
Thieme 2009). This also permitted a corresponding increase in the average tonnage (Table 8.2).
The subsequent decline in number of vessels launched (Table 8.6) was due to a combination of
factors: the increase in average tonnage per vessel, and the long decline of the wooden ship
industry in the region: ships became bigger, but fewer (Figure 8.13). This triggered economies of
scale, particularly in terms of labor: a large bulk carrier, it was estimated, could be manned for a
mere eight dollars a day more than a medium-sized one (Woodford 1994:53). Wooden ship
technology was reaching its limits, however; vessels in excess of 1,500 tons were the swan song
of the nineteenth century—the 1,751-ton wooden bulk freighter Alfred Mitchell, launched in 1900,
was the last of its kind built in the St. Clair locale, while 2,036-ton Italia (Figure 8.12), launched
in 1889, was the largest.
Once again, the depth of the Flats channel was the critical factor. Around 1890, Griffin
concludes, “the zenith of the wooden ship on the lakes, sail or steam was reached. Owing to the
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great weight of a wooden vessel, the limit of 2000 tons could not be passed on 15 ½ feet of water—
on any safe or profitable lines of construction. Then dawned the iron age of the lakes marine: for
iron ships of safe construction can be built to carry 3200 gross tons of freight on 15 ½ feet of
water” (Griffin 1893:821).

Figure 8.13. The Lester shipyard at Marine City, 1874. Shown under construction is the
V. H. Ketchum. Laid down as a schooner, but completed as a propeller, at 270’ she was
the largest ship on the lakes when launched. She ended her days as an unrigged barge,
burned on Lake Superior in 1905. (Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)

This “iron age” was itself brief: the future was in steel ships, and the future was being made
elsewhere. Of 271 ships built in the St. Clair area, only ten were steel-hulled (Figure 8.14). “By
the turn of the century,” maritime historian Claire Dappert records, “lumber companies had
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Figure 8.14. Launching the bulk carrier North Star at the Great Lakes Engineering Works
in St. Clair (1909). One of the few steel-hulled vessels built in the waning days of the St.
Clair shipbuilding industry. (Detroit Historical Society).

depleted the supply of white oak and pine around the Great Lakes. Wood prices began to rise. At
the same time, steel prices fell because of the newly adopted Siemen-Martin process. Insurance
rates lowered on steel vessels for two reasons: they allowed for a reliably dry compartment ideal
for perishable cargoes, and they lasted a long time in freshwater environments in comparison to
wooden vessels. In addition, the sparks from a steam engine or a boiler explosion gave older
vessels a higher risk of fire, and heavy weather could open up the seams of a wooden vessel.”
(Dappert 2006:26; also Mills 2002:3). This latter problem was exacerbated both by size and age,
two factors that only grew worse with time.
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Table 8.7 tracks the rise and decline of the wooden shipbuilding industry in the St. Clair
locale, which came at different times for different modes of propulsion. The pattern was echoed

Table 8.7. Comparison of vessels built in the St. Clair locale, by mode of propulsion and
decade. The abrupt peak of schooner building in the 1860s was followed by a gentler curve
in steam-powered vessels. By the early 20th century, shipbuilding had all but ceased.

throughout the Great Lakes (Lewis 2015:149): sailing vessels, having risen meteorically between
the 1830s and 1860s, were in steep decline by the 1870s, while wooden steam-powered ships
remained viable until nearly the end of the nineteenth century, when the declining timber sources
and cheaper steel noted by Dappert had decimated all but a handful of the largest shipyards
throughout the Great Lakes. Despite the popularity of consort towing, the construction of new
wooden barges declined in the 1880s, as the conversion of aging wooden schooners to barges filled
this transient niche. New barges were produced in the steel centers downriver and on Lake Erie.
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8. CANADIAN SHIPBUILDING
With the political partitioning and demilitarization of the St. Clair maritime landscape as a
commercial transport zone, the prospect of war was effectively eliminated, but American barriers
to the lumber trade took its place as a source of tension.7 The lack of extensive pine stands on the
east side of the Strait was a constraint on Canadian shipbuilding; one which had been adumbrated
in 1794 by William Baker’s difficulty in building proper gunboats at Chatham for lack of access
to the lighter, more easily worked timber. While the Ontario shipyards continued to languish until
the 1860s, and never achieved the volume of their Michigan neighbors (Table 8.8), the eventual
flourishing of the towing industry created a niche in the maritime transport system, and with it a
demand that the American shipyards alone were unable to fill.

Table 8.8. Shipbuilding in the St. Clair locale, by state/province and decade, 1820-1929.
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Timber, being relatively scarce locally, and now expensive to import, was thus a material
constraint in Ontario. Moreover, there remained a political (ideological + economic) constraint, as
industrial historian Henry Griffin noted, “owing chiefly to the policy of the United States
government, which requires American vessels to be built in American ports, and does not permit
Canadian vessels to traffic between American ports” (Griffin 1893:831). Meanwhile, however, the
American shipyards producing and operating increasing numbers of ever-larger sailing vessels in
the Strait, constituted a combined economic opportunity and environmental affordance. The
resulting dialectic took the form of a demand for a technological solution: relatively small but
powerful propeller-driven tow- and tugboats, requiring much less timber than a big schooner, and
fitted with high-quality steam engines from Great Britain. The result was essentially a symbiosis
between the local Michigan and Ontario shipyards, as the former met the demand for inexpensive
schooner transport of bulk commodities, while the latter expedited the movement of those
schooners through their most problematic and risky pilotage, the Strait itself.
A vernacular design developed, shaped by the dialectical interplay of environment,
materials, purpose, economics and technology. Tugs built for use in the Strait were characterized
by powerful engines capable of towing multiple sailing vessels between Lakes Erie and Huron;
and minimal draft, to maneuver in shallow water while freeing grounded vessels. The average draft
of the locally-built tugboat fleet was 6.0 feet (1.8 m), with only a single vessel drawing more than
7 feet (2 m). Tugs that operated exclusively in the Strait, towing schooners between the big lakes,
could forego the deep-water performance and stability of boats that plied the open waters beyond.
Of a total of 69 tugs launched in the St Clair study area between 1854 and 1902, 29 (42%) were
Ontario-built. For comparison: only 20% (153 of 781) of the total number of vessels of all types
were Ontario-built. The Ontario ships were skewed towards steam (24%, or 82 of 335); and away
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from sail (only 14%, or 57 of 404). Ontario also supplied an outsized share of propellers, which
were likewise smaller yet powerful and often used for towing: 34%, or 19 of the regional total of
56. A similar proportion of purpose-built barges, 14 of 43 or 33%, came from Ontario shipyards.
This last may be owing to a number of recycled schooner and schooner-barge hulls that came back
into systemic barge use registered as new construction.
9. THE DIALECTIC AND THE LONGUE DURÉE
Ship- and boat-building in the St. Clair locale, from its very inception, was adapted to the
local environment and its sailing conditions. Throughout the longue durée of the study period,
until the end of the nineteenth century, the maritime landscape’s environment and materials—
problematic sailing conditions and abundant timber, respectively—remained relatively constant.
In each of the historical periods, by contrast, shifts in ideology, social purpose, and economics
occurred: from subsistence, to colonial mercantilism, to industrial capitalism. The resulting
tensions in each successive period produced a series of dialectics, where tradition, materials and
technology mediated between the agency of the environment and that of the ascendant society.
The result in each case was a distinctively adapted nautical material culture—vessels and
their associated artifacts—that reflected the habitus and maritime practice of sailors and
shipbuilders alike. By the mid-nineteenth century, the technologies of steam power, followed by
metal hull fabrication had, in a series of disruptive innovations, shifted the preponderance of
agency away from the environment, and given it to the industrialized societies of the American
and Canadian nation-states. In the process, the unique alignment of affordances that had led to the
rise of the St. Clair locale as a center for shipbuilding, was eclipsed by a newly emergent dialectic
in the rising steel cities, where iron ore, coal and labor could be brought together by water, rail,
and road. The lasting significance of the Strait as a critical transport zone, however was only
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beginning to be realized. As its constraints were minimized, the affordances of its geographical
positioning became all the more obvious

The next two chapters examine the physical

transformation of the maritime landscape of the St. Clair Flats: first, into the world’s busiest
commercial waterway; then, into a recreational mecca nostalgically poised between a bygone
frontier and an industrial urban future.
Notes on Chapter 8
1. In his discussion of quasi objects in We Have Never Been Modern (1993), Latour is a better
provocateur than theorist. Unlike ANT, Latour’s quasi objects are predicated on what he states is
an outmoded epistemology: the Nature-Culture duality, expressed as a polarity (Nature and
“Subject/Society”). The result is one-dimensional: a linearity to which he adds, without
elucidation, a “modern/nonmodern” dimension. His critique of dialectics is selective and
disingenuous. “Dialectics,” he claims, “speaks of nothing but mediations, yet the countless
mediations with which it peoples its grandiose history are only intermediaries that transmit pure
ontological qualities—either of the spirit, in its right-wing version, or of matter, in its left-wing
version” (Latour 1993:57). In confining his critique to Kant, Hegel, and their immediate
successors, Latour is shadow-boxing with long-dead ghosts. Whether considered as an ontological
model of the way complex hybridities (e.g., steamboats) come into being; or as an heuristic for
anthropologists and archaeologists teasing apart those hybridities years after the fact (e.g., Adams’
network of constraints), the dialectic-as-tool is confined neither to the “spirit,” whatever that is,
nor “matter.” It can be used in the service of either of Latour’s “wings,” true—or neither.
2. Grave goods found at Gibraltar’s Cherry Island site (20WN898) and Fair Haven’s Riviere au
Vase site (20MB3), while separated by some 100 km, display a remarkable similarity. Both burials
feature a distinctive stag-handled square-bladed copper awl, lithic scrapers, and chert drills—all
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perfectly consistent with a boat-builder’s kit, and both assemblages datable to ca 900 CE (Halsey
and Brashler 2013). More work, hopefully including some experimental archaeology, would be
needed to test this hypothesis, however.
3. Cass’s choice of canoes may not have been entirely dictated by their versatility and
seaworthiness. As Thomas L. McKenney, one of the Indian Department commissioners who
accompanied Cass to the negotiations of the Treaty of Fond du Lac in 1826, remarked: "It is
somewhat remarkable, that in a sail vessel of any kind, the Governor suffers from sea-sickness
most distressingly; but in a canoe, he is never sick" (McKenney 1959:146).
4. In restricting my study to commercial vessels only, I have omitted several classes of watercraft
that did not impact the landscape on a significant scale or a recurring basis: private yachts,
government survey boats, lighthouse tenders being examples. Much of the data for vessel
construction, as well as loss and deposition (Chapter 11) was drawn from the contents of the Great
Lakes Maritime Database (GLMDB), a massive project hosted until 2018 at the University of
Michigan, cross-searching the contents of multiple databases, which themselves originated as
archives and special collections. It is now continued by the Great Lakes Maritime Collection
[http://greatlakeships.org/] co-developed by Alpena Public Library and Thunder Bay National
Marine Sanctuary. Included among its digital holdings are the C. Patrick Labadie image collection.
The now-defunct GLMDB also accessed the Historical Collections of the Great Lakes (Bowling
Green University); Dossin Great Lakes Museum; Milwaukee Public Library; the Brendan Baillod
and David Swayze Great Lakes Shipwreck databases; the Maritime History of the Great Lakes
compiled by Walter Lewis, William R. McNeil and Jack Messmer; the Father Edward J. Dowling
SJ Marine Historical Database (University of Detroit Mercy); and Wisconsin Historical Society
Shipwreck Database (University of Wisconsin), as well as official vessel registries, both American
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and Canadian. The large-scale digitization and indexing of these records and their subsequent
integration as a meta-database has made the task of inventory, comparison and analysis, while still
daunting, something less than a life’s work.
5. For the sake of clarity, I use the present-day names for communities that have changed their
names, their boundaries, or both. Marine City furnishes a useful example that was discussed under
toponymy in Chapter 5: a merger in 1865 of Newport and Ward’s Landing.
6. During the nineteenth century, registered shipping was generally reported in “gross tons,” a
figure derived by calculating the volume of the hull in cubic feet, and dividing the result by 35—
the volume in cubic feet of a ton of sea water. Later in the century, as more accurate measures
were standardized, both measures were usually given, the earlier being labeled “old style” tonnage
and the newer, based on payload capacity, designated as “net” tonnage. For comparability, I have
used “old style” throughout. While inaccuracies in individual vessels are inevitable, the trends
indicated by the aggregated results are clear and reliable.
7. An incident was triggered in 1870, as the Flats Canal created an ambiguity in the boundary. A
lumberman contracted a Canadian shipper to deliver timber to the Canadian side. Upon landing,
the ship, its cargo and owner were seized by U.S. Customs officials, claiming they were on
American soil, and demanding a heavy tariff. An improvised Canadian “gunboat” arrived with the
Ontario Minister of Public Works aboard, to enforce the position that the disputed landing was on
the Canadian side. This triggered rumors in both the American and Canadian press that Canada
had “seized the St. Clair Flat Canal.” The Detroit Free Press of October 12 trumpeted, “The British
Flag flying over the Works! And a Canadian Gunboat There to Maintain It!” In the wake of the
War of 1812, the “seizure” of the Flats seems an apt instance of Marx’s 1852 commentary on
Hegel that history does indeed repeat itself, playing out first as tragedy, then as farce.
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CHAPTER 9. THE TRANSFORMED MARITIME CULTURAL LANDSCAPE
1. CONNECTIVITY IN THE LONGUE DURÉE AND THE POST-COLONIAL ERA
Using the multiple temporal frames of reference of the Annales School, the longue durée
of the Great Lakes region and within it, the St. Clair locale, has been divided into successive
periods of cultural dominance, where in each case four formational processes have operated
together to create a unique landscape coherent to and habitable by its occupants. In evaluating the
role of archaeology in establishing the relationship between differing spatial frames of reference,
Westerdahl writes: “The interplay between the regional perspective and the wider horizons is a
neglected aspect of maritime space. This kind of reasoning would provide a contribution of
maritime archaeology to the important concept of la longue durée of the Annales school of history.
The shorter time perspective of les conjonctures would apply to the booms and to the ambitions
and processes of states” (Westerdahl 1994:269). Throughout the “booms, ambitions and
processes” of each of the regionally dominant cultures, the common contribution of each period to
the pattern seen in the longue durée is a progressive optimization of the St. Clair locale as a
commercial maritime transport zone between the Atlantic seaboard and the upper Great Lakes.
The clear trend is towards ever-increasing scope, scale and diversity of movement, through the
reduction of the impact of constraints, and the increase of access to affordances both perceived
and created. There is scarcely a development in the processes of knowing, representing, dwelling
in, or moving through the St. Clair regional maritime landscape that is not, by accident or design,
contributory to the critical long-term objective of connectivity (Broodbank 2013:595).
During the indigenous and French colonial periods, constraints upon the process of
dwelling were comparatively few, and were largely addressed by the creation of an anthropogenic
landscape of gardens, forests, orchards, meadows, fish weirs, reed beds—all accessible by water—
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and associated settlement patterns ranging from seasonal encampments to ribbon farms.
Constraints to movement were addressed through the development of extensive networks for
waterborne travel and commerce, using shallow-draft watercraft capable of negotiating open
water, coastlines, channels, inland lakes, rivers, and portages. The corresponding affordances were
the faunal and floral means of daily subsistence (dwelling); the means for building vernacular
watercraft from local materials (movement), and a local transport zone linked to the wider
maritime network, facilitating exchange networks (movement again).
By contrast, the ambitions of the colonial British were such that the agency of the physical
environment of the St. Clair locale, particularly the obstructed channel mouths and the current,
placed a progressively greater constraint upon their movement, keyed as it was to the use of larger
sailing vessels to move ever-larger volumes of commodities and finished goods. This carried over
to the post-colonial period that saw the emergence of commercial navigation. Through its
optimization as a transport zone in the nineteenth century, the balance-point of agency between
the St. Clair environment and the industrial societies of North America shifted progressively
towards the latter: from Nature to Culture, to use the overworked but familiar terms. The
emergence of a powerful centralized government in the post-Civil War United States spurred the
development and mobilization of two complementary instrumentalities of change: investment
capital, and industrial technology. Both, when brought to bear on extracting the riches of the North
American interior, formed a mutually reinforcing dialectic whereby the maritime landscape came
ever more to resemble an optimized world of anthropogenic waterways, shipping routes, harbors
and transshipment points.
By the mid-19th century, connectivity had transformed Detroit from a frontier outpost, to
an "Atlantic entrepôt" (Cangany 2014). Goods and settlers poured in from the East, while bulk

254

commodities flowed back. Steamboats and towed schooners, though still liable to be detained by
grounding or obstruction, no longer spent days, even weeks, transiting the Strait. As a consequence
of the routinization of travel through the upper Great Lakes, anecdotal accounts of ordeals in the
Flats and the St. Clair River became less frequent. In place of this qualitative data, however, came
an abundance of official correspondence and reports that developed around the need to expand the
capacity, speed and safety of lake-borne commerce. The origins of this literature can be found in
the dispatches of Brehm in 1761 and the scientific observations of members of the Cass party in
1820—Douglass, the engineer; Trowbridge, the topographer; the physician Wolcott; and the multitalented Schoolcraft. Unlike those pioneers, whose memoirs sometimes appeared years later, the
new breed of civil engineers and customs officials reported promptly and thoroughly to, and at the
direction of, Congress.
In his report to the United States Senate in 1842, Secretary of War John Canfield Spencer
transmitted a report from Capt. W. G. Williams of the Corps of Topographical Engineers. Williams
singled out "one point to which I beg leave to refer, as extremely important to the immediate
interests of the commerce of the lakes, namely, the obstructions to navigation in the Lake St. Clair."
Williams described in detail the bars across the North Channel (designated as "the Ship
Channel") and the narrow, circuitous route through the Flats. "Indeed," he asserted, "this shoal is
the only obstruction to navigation above the falls of Niagara to the southern end of Lake Michigan,
a distance of about one thousand miles." Noting that "the sides of the steamboats are swept on
either side by the rushes; and the ‘Commercial Association' [of steamboat operators] is obliged to
resort habitually in the spring to the location of buoys for the marking out of the channel," Williams
recommended dredging the approach to the North Channel. Made wider, straighter and deeper, it

255

would shorten the distance, obviate the need for lightering across the bar, and permit more vessels
to pass (Williams 1842a).
Williams’ observation that the bars across the St. Clair channels composed of a compressed
clay, led him to opine that once dredged, the increased current itself would maintain the channel.
The cost of a survey of Lake St. Clair, he estimated, would be $6,000 (Williams 1842a:4-5). As
for the dredging, his commander, Col. J. J. Abert, informed Congress that "for the removal of the
impediments in Lake St. Clair, Captain Williams has stated it as his opinion that the cost will not
be less than $20,000" (Abert 1842:1) It was an optimistic estimate, and it had the desired effect.
Dredging was slow to commence, owing to technological and political factors discussed earlier.
But henceforth the American cognition of the Flats irrevocably differed, either from a rustic yet
paradisiacal French “wilderness,” or an English obstacle to be stubbornly attacked and defeated.
Rather, it was seen, particularly in the press, as simply another problem to be solved with Yankee
ingenuity, like marking the channel or towing using steamboats. Williams' ambitious dredging
recommendation marked the beginning of a new phase in the transition from the post-colonial to
the modern period of the St. Clair Flats, tipping its hydrology from that of an entirely natural
feature to an increasingly anthropogenic one.
The Erie Canal had opened in 1825; the Welland Canal in 1829, yet it was not until 1842
that the notion of dredging a passage through an existing waterway was seriously discussed. Why?
The British and Americans had both been building canals since the latter half of the eighteenth
century; the Dutch had been at it far longer. It may be that the pressures on the maritime system
of the upper Great Lakes, triggered by the Erie and Welland Canals had not yet reached a critical
point in terms of capacity, but the rising rate of incidents in the Flats suggests that safety and
efficiency were declining. Counting only incidents within the entire St. Clair system which resulted
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in a sinking, in the decade of the 1830s there were only two, in the 1840s, six. In the 1850s, there
were twenty-one, and in the 1860s, thirty-one (Table 9.1).

Table 9.1. Count of Sinkings in the St. Clair maritime landscape by decade, 1830s to 1930s.

Technological hurdles already enumerated, and the Panic of 1837 can both be blamed for
delaying the actual execution of improvements to the Flats. But the dearth of early calls, however
premature and ineffectual, for the physical expansion of the ship channel, is noteworthy. It suggests
that the post-colonial maritime landscape of the St. Clair Flats had not yet progressed to the point
where the maritime practices of merely surveying and marking the best natural route were no
longer seen as adequate to the needs of the expanding populations and economies of Canada and
the United States, or reflecting the ideology of the Industrial Revolution.
2. AFTERMATH OF THE CIVIL WAR: WORK RESUMES
In the hindsight of nearly two centuries, it is easy to accept the inevitability of the mythic
Manifest Destiny narrative embodied in John Gast’s 1872 chromolithograph, “American Progress”
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(Figure 9.1), promulgated as it was within the time frame of actual events. “The march of Empire
is Westward,” proclaimed an 1851 report on the commerce of the Erie Canal and Great Lakes
(Barton 1851:25). The notion of a shared and fully articulated national vision was and remains, of
course, an historical fiction. The reality was one of trial and error—nowhere more so than in the
St. Clair Flats. In 1871, the year preceding Gast’s work, the much-anticipated “St. Clair Ship
Canal” had opened, ending the 13-year hiatus occasioned by the Civil War (Figure 9.2).

Figure 9.1. John Gast, “American Progress,” an allegory of Manifest Destiny
(chromolithograph, 1872). While the principal subject is the opening of the West
(prominently featuring fleeing natives and advancing settlers), navigation, and its
relationship to railheads, can be seen in the right center. (Library of Congress).
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Figure 9.2. Plan for the St. Clair Ship Canal (1870). Note the 1858 channel with range
lights (A) on left, and wooden retaining walls (“sheet pile”) lining dredged canal (B).
(Library of Congress).

The shortcomings of the pre-Civil War dredging (Figure 7.8) were painfully apparent to
burgeoning upstream cities like Chicago, whose Tribune reported on March 20, 1867 that General
T. J. Cram of the Topographic Engineers, citing costs, “proposes to abandon the present crooked
route, and make a straight ship canal from the mouth of the pass, directly across the flat into the
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lake, which will be only one and a half miles long, thereby saving one mile at least, and have a
depth of thirteen feet below the lowest stage of water, and a width of 300 feet between its banks,
which are to be vertical on the sides next to the canal, and protection from a dyke revetment.”
Cram calculated that “the combined number of tugs, steamers, propellers, scows, barges, sloops
and schooners passed through it from April 1 to December 14, 1865, averaged eighty-six daily”
(Cram 1867:55). “A gentleman of veracity,” the general added, “informed me, that while he was
detained in coming through, he counted one hundred vessels in the crooked portions of the channel
at one time, struggling to get through, and that the jam at the curve of the [South Channel]
lighthouse was fearful” (Cram 1867:56).
As calculated in Cram’s report to the Secretary of War, “the estimate of the cost of the
construction is $428,754… at this estimate of the cost it is perceived that the canal would cost only
seven-eighths of the amount of the tax caused by the present crookedness and condition of the
channel, and which would be lifted from the commerce in one year after completing the proposed
canal” (Cram 1867:58). Offsetting this outlay, Cram calculated that the yearly costs for “towage,
pilotage, grounding damages and collisions is nearly $500,000.” Taken together with the
impediments and delays to shipping, the new canal would thus “pay for its whole cost in less than
one season of navigation” (Chicago Tribune March 20, 1867).
Unlike pre-war efforts, the work progressed uninterrupted by budget cutbacks and
presidential vetoes. In the spring of 1869, the Detroit Post of March 20 ventured a cautious sigh
of relief, noting “five dredges with their appropriate scows and tugs, together with three pile drivers
and all the incidental machinery are now on the ground and in complete readiness for work.”
Calling for the needed appropriations from Congress, it concluded, “this is a purely national work,
and let no exertions be spared which will tend to ensure the early completion of an improvement
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whose value is incalculable.” As the work neared completion in the summer of 1870, the local
press reported that “the scene presented at the canal is one of great activity. No less than six steam
barges are employed, five steam pile drivers, three tugs and a large number of scows, while three
hundred men are engaged in the work, and with their families, who also have their homes upon
the dock already built, quite a little town is to be seen” (Detroit Free Press July 29, 1870:2).
Like his predecessor Captain Williams, Cram reckoned that the current in the dredged
passage would keep it clear without further maintenance. In this age of optimism, Cram too was a
man of his time; he was, however no visionary: “In this revised report I have estimated for the
dredging in the proposed canal to give us a depth of 13 feet below the stage at which we found the
water in our recent observations. This, I think, will give a canal deep enough for all time to come”
(Cram 1867:58; emphasis added). Instead, within a year of its opening, the churning of propellers,
as towboats squeezed past each other close to the banks, eroded the embankment, even where
protected by its “dyke revetment.” Sailing vessels under tow, yawing into the shallower margins
of the canal, exacerbated the problem, especially when they grounded and had to be pulled off.
Parts of the canal were promptly reduced to 11 ½ feet (3.5 m) (Larson 1981:82). Nor was the
straightening of the entrance a panacea. Continued collisions and groundings, particularly in the
“Southeast Bend,” where the natural channel bends westward (Figure 9.3c), prompted continual
dredging, marking, and the removal of obstructions—among them several shipwrecks.
3. THE MODERN MARITIME TRANSPORT ZONE TAKES SHAPE
In their 2009 report to the International Upper Great Lakes Study, archivists Ralph Moulton
and Scott Thieme compiled the exhaustive History of Dredging and Compensation: St. Clair and
Detroit Rivers, presented as a timeline from 1852 to 2005, where every official cubic yard of
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Figure 9.3. “Chart of Lake St. Clair (1874), detail showing (a) the original 1858 channel
with range lights; (b) the St. Clair Ship Canal, opened 1871; (c) the notorious “Southeast
Bend,” scene of numerous groundings and collisions. (Stephen S. Clark Library,
University of Michigan)

dredging has been accounted for (Moulton and Thieme 2009). In its details, it shows how
successive “pinch points” between Huron and Erie arose and were addressed. In the process, the
entire river and its infrastructure of channels, harbors, and landings was optimized for deep-draft
transport. The adage, “the nail that sticks up the highest gets pounded down first” applies here, as
the location of the shallowest and narrowest spots in the Flats that constituted the pinch-points for
shipping, altered with each season of dredging and bank stabilization. Here I will merely
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summarize the work of the Topographic Engineers and its successor Army Corps of Engineers in
a way that reflects the effect of their transformation of the landscape on nautical design and
maritime practice, as indicated by shipbuilding patterns and waterborne shipping, respectively.
By the turn of the twentieth century, the Lake Carriers Association, citing the persistent
delays and obstructions caused by overcrowding, had effectively lobbied for the creation of a
second St. Clair Ship Canal. The expansion, as proposed by the Corps of Engineers (Lydecker
1900), created a parallel route adjacent to the western edge of the original 1871 cut (Figure 9.4).
Construction began in the 1904 season, and was completed in 1907, with each channel measuring
150’ wide by 18’ deep (Moulton and Theime 2009:B.2-6). Resembling a modern divided highway,
one channel was designated for up-bound traffic, the other for down-bound, in an effort (not always
successful) to minimize head-on encounters. A reinforced dike separating the canals was produced
by dumping dredge spoils between two creosote-treated wooden retaining walls, which were then
planted with willows and grasses to prevent erosion (Figure 9.5). Like the original retaining walls,
the dike was a continual maintenance issue, especially when the canal was deepened to 20’
between 1915 and 1924, undercutting the pilings. In 1935, the dividing dike was removed,
producing a single channel 700’ wide and 25’ deep. Meanwhile, the bottleneck had shifted to the
Southeast Bend, immediately above the Ship Canal, where the tight radius of the turn effectively
created a blind corner. Numerous collisions attested to the inadequate sight lines, maneuvering
room, channel markings, and ship-to-ship communications of the day. Of the innumerable
collisions and near-collisions in what was now the most dangerous stretch of the Strait, at least
eleven resulted in sinkings between 1870 and 1905.
By the 1940s, it had become clear that the enormous ore freighters built to use the newly
expanded Soo Locks between Lake Superior and Lake Huron could not safely traverse the curves
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Figure 9.4. Plan for widening the St. Clair Flats Ship Canal, 1900 (detail). Caption at
bottom reads: “Shaded area indicates proposed widening to the north of St. Clair Flats
Ship Canal.” From H.Doc 56(1):234. (Library of Congress)
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Figure 9.5. St. Clair Flats Ship Canal, circa 1907. Note willow plantings intended to
prevent erosion. (National Archives).
of the Southeast Bend, thus jeopardizing a strategic resource on a par with the locks themselves.
The dredging in 1960-1962 of the “St. Clair Cutoff,” provided a nearly straight passage from
Algonac to the open waters of Lake St. Clair (Figure 9.6). With constant maintenance, the Strait
has achieved a dynamic equilibrium between the entropic forces of Nature and the energy invested
by maritime Culture, and serves to this day as a crucial international waterway—by most accounts
the world’s busiest. The abandonment of old transport zones for the creation of new ones has
implications for landscape archaeology. The benign neglect of key features of older routes, from
Anchor Bay, with its once-staked “Elbow,” to the lighthouses of the original South Channel cut,
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now adopted by a local preservationist group, creates a historical landscape of dispersed and
accessible remnants. Despite the popular and attractive metaphor, the Flats maritime landscape
does not easily conform to the conventional textual image of a “palimpsest;” rather than being
overwritten, superseded transport zones were literally marginalized.

Figure 9.6. The South Channel today. From left to right: (a) the original channel (1858),
note “Old Channel Lt” and “Abdn LH”: the original beacon and lighthouse, respectively;
(b) the St. Clair Flats Canal (1871); and (c) the St. Clair Cutoff Channel (1962). (NOAA
Chart 14853)

4. TRANSFORMATION AND MATERIAL CULTURE: PATTERNS IN NAUTICAL
DESIGN
Generally speaking, St. Clair regional shipbuilders were constrained by the passage
through the Flats, as described in the preceding chapter. Odle’s comment that “until 1858 the
draught of vessels built on the Great Lakes was determined by the depth of water in the North
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channel of the St. Clair River” (Odle 1956:3) could be extrapolated: between 1858 and 1915, the
same was true of the South Channel. Table 9.2 shows the relationship between the minimum

Table 9.2. Comparison of minimum depth through the St. Clair Flats with the average draft
of vessels built in the St. Clair study area, 1820s – 1900s.

depth of the South Channel passage, and the average draft of ships built in the St. Clair region. To
be sure, there were a few spectacular outliers, such as the grain carrier Chauncey Hurlbut, built in
1873 by the Simon Langell shipyard at St. Clair. Despite drawing slightly over 21 feet, she is
recorded as having repeatedly traversed the Flats, running aground at least once. Indeed, the action
of such oversized ships forcing their way through the Flats was observed as a contributing factor
to the prompt silting-up of the Ship Channel, forcing ever-deeper dredging and widening. The
dialectic between the landscape and the material culture was one of each continually pushing the
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performance envelope of the other. Each improvement to the channel encouraged more and larger
vessels, which in turn strained the entire shipping network at one of its weakest points.
5. TRANSFORMATION IN MARITIME PRACTICE: PATTERNS IN WATERBORNE
COMMERCE
The outcome of the dialectic between the waterway and practice as a reduction of the
constraints to larger vessels may likewise be seen in the volume of shipping passing through the
Strait. In preparing a report to the Treasury Department on the statistics of Great Lakes commerce,
political economist George Tunell expressed his regret that the tonnage of commerce through the
“gateway” (i.e., the Strait) between Lake Erie and Lake Huron was not expressly recorded, but
opined that, “as the local traffic on the Great Lakes is comparatively insignificant,” the tonnage
recorded as passing through Detroit “would convey a fairly accurate idea” of the commerce
clearing the entire Strait (Tunell 1896a:243). Table 9.3 places Tunell’s post-Civil War data
alongside comparable pre-Civil War tonnage from the Census Bureau.
Comparing Tables 9.2 and 9.3, it is evident that during the latter decades of the nineteenth
century, increases in the depth of the passage through the Flats and the average draft of vessels
built in the St. Clair locale were accompanied by an increase in shipping tonnage passing through
the Strait. Despite competition from the railroads for local freight and long-distance passenger
traffic, Tunell concluded, the lake carriers held a decided edge in the movement of four key bulk
commodities: iron ore, coal, grain and lumber, which collectively accounted for nearly all of the
long-distance shipping on the Great Lakes (Tunell 1896b). Between 1867 and 1891, a
contemporary study noted, the cost of shipping a ton of iron ore from Escanaba, in Michigan’s
Upper Peninsula to Lake Erie ports fell from $4.25 to just 84 cents, while a bushel of grain shipped
from Chicago to Buffalo fell from 15 cents in 1860 to 2 ½ cents in 1891 (Griffin 1893:819). This
raises the possibility that deep-draft ships like the Chauncey Hurlbut were commonly ascending
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the St. Clair River lightly laden, reducing the risk of grounding while proceeding upstream, while
using the current to assist them in their down-bound passage fully laden.

Table 9.3. Average Tonnage of Shipping through Detroit, by Decade, 1820s – 1900s.
(Sources: Historical Statistics of the United States; U. S. Corps of Topographical
Engineers; Lake Carriers Association)

In terms of the uses to which the entire transport zone of the Strait was put by the maritime
community, then, the practice of shipping was skewed strongly towards moving the raw materials
of extractive industry and the products of agriculture from the North American interior to markets
in the East. Not so with passenger traffic: long-distance movement was largely taken over by the
railroads, while waterborne passenger routes, especially between Buffalo and Chicago, became
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increasingly dominated by a new type of watercraft—the excursion vessel—and a new type of
client—city-dwellers seeking respite from the new industrial centers, including Detroit.

6. TRANSFORMATION AND MOVEMENT: PATTERNS IN ROUTE PREFERENCE
As a proxy for the habitus of Straits mariners, official and commercial editions of sailing
directions serve to indicate the shift in route preference in the two decades following the opening
of the first dredged section of the South Channel in 1857. For non-towed sailing vessels, the North
Channel route remained the option of choice. As the proportion of ships that were either selfpropelled or towed increased, concurrently with the improvement in the dredging and marking of
the South Channel, route preference shifted. The order in which the North and South Channel
routes are listed, and the details of their description, reflect this shift.
The 1857 publication of the official Corps of Topographical Engineers chart for the St.
Clair Flats featured directions for approaching both the North and South Channels, or “Passes,” in
that order. The South Pass instructions, however, listed detailed instructions for approaching the
newly dredged section, using the numbered buoys and the alignment of the new lighthouse and its
beacon (Meade 1857). Thereafter, commercially published sailing directions regularly
incorporated the latest developments in matritime infrastructure and nautical practice.
The first edition of T. S. Thompson’s commercial guide, Coast Pilot for the Upper Lakes
(1859), lists the North Channel route first, yet skeptically hints at its decline. Approaching the
Elbow, it advises “leaving all the red stakes to starboard and black to port (if there are any), until
in the St. Clair River, north channel” (Thompson 1859:56; emphasis added). Directions to enter
the St. Clair River “by the south pass or channel” are comparatively elaborate, noting that “this
channel is under improvement, and will be dredged to 14 feet water.” Mariners were still advised
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to sound their course (using a lead-weighted line) towards the “pile work on the bar,” where the
ongoing dredging was taking place, until they reached 15 feet depth in the river (Thompson
1859:56). The following year, new aids to navigation were in place at the mouth of the South
Channel: ten color-coded and numbered buoys replaced the pilings as guides. The official
government Light House Board description of the South Channel approach now began: “As you
enter the channel between buoys Nos. 1 and 2, bring the light towers in range and run for them,
until abreast of red buoy No. 4; then port gradually;” yet concluded, “when abreast of black buoy
No. 5; starboard gradually and run 100 feet from two pine trees stationed on the curve 50 feet from
the channel bank, above which you are in St. Clair river” (U. S. Light House Board 1860:3;
emphasis added). Despite a state-of-the-art buoyage system, the days of navigating by the “Plum
Bush” were not so far distant, after all, and maritime habitus is often largely tradition.
Thompson’s second edition still listed the North Pass first, its wording unchanged The
directions for the South Pass, meanwhile, grew ever more detailed, as additional sets of range
lights marked each bend, indicating that mariners were now regularly risking the South Pass at
night—formerly an almost unheard-of practice. Again, not all aids to navigation were official or
formal. Approaching Algonac, the pilot was advised to “keep in mid-channel until the two log
houses on the Canada shore are in range;” that is, lined up with each other (Thompson 1861:54;
emphasis added). That last instruction—and evidently the two log houses—remained in
succeeding editions until the fifth, which noted in passing that the North Pass had not been staked
since 1860. Concluding the section, Thompson anticipated “the new cut or channel over the St.
Clair Flats,” marked at its entrance by two lighthouses, will constitute an improvement “of
incalculable benefit to the sailing community, also to merchants and owners of vessels”
(Thompson 1869:89).
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Thompson’s optimism notwithstanding, the opening of the straighter St. Clair Ship Canal
in 1871 was no panacea. If anything, it was a victim of its own success, and was soon strained to
capacity. The constant churning of passing traffic threatened the stability of the narrow passage.
“It is asserted that the St. Clair Flats ship-canal is a failure,” complained the Chicago Daily Tribune
of November 16, 1877. “The long, expensive cribs, filled in with earth and planted with willow
trees in the hope that their roots would hold the soil against the action of the water, fail to answer
the expectations of the engineer who planned the work. There is a constant heavy expenditure of
money to stop these chasms. Singularly enough, the old channel, dredged our twenty years ago,
and left with nothing above water to mark the course but buoys, is as deep as ever, and shows no
sign of filling up.” Accordingly, Thompson’s sixth edition (1878), while omitting altogether the
North Pass, first listed the South Channel’s “Old Cut” of 1858, followed by directions for the new
Ship Canal (Thompson 1878:58).
As codified and transmitted, then, nautical practice as documented in sailing directions
confirms that with each successive physical or infrastructural modification of the Strait,
commercial shipping migrated cautiously to the new route, leaving the superseded routes to local
traffic. Assuming that directions using unofficial markers like pine trees and log cabins were
contributed by mariners themselves, the relationship between the promulgators of sailing
directions and the practitioners who used them was interactive, with each transmitting and
receiving cultural representations of an evolving maritime taskscape. Seen in the longue durée, the
trend in route preference through the Huron-Erie Strait was away from the “natural” landscape of
Anchor Bay and the North Channel, requiring behavioral adaptations (waiting for wind and water
depth; lightering) to a built environment. The same was true of the St. Mary’s River between
Superior and Huron, and the Niagara Escarpment: improved or artificial channels were co-
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developed with nautical technology—particularly vessels of specific dimensions to negotiate
channels and locks. These physical and behavioral modifications were not without unintended
consequences, of course. Changes in the patterning of mishaps, particularly those resulting in
sinking incidents, total losses and long-term wreck site formation are evidenced in both the
documentary and archaeological records of the St. Clair locale.
7. THE ROLE OF RISK PERCEPTION AND MITIGATION
The dynamic between commercial shipping and government throughout the nineteenth
century can be seen as an aspect of risk management. In the Flats, the process began in 1817, when
the longer, slower but safer North Channel became the “New Ship Channel” in preference to the
shorter but riskier South Channel. Even when vessels were not lost altogether, monetary losses to
damaging groundings, weather delays, bottlenecks filled with becalmed ships, and labor-intensive
lightering acted as a brake on the economic expansion into the West. It was not until steam
propulsion, accurate charting and a marked route made it possible to thread the natural contours of
the South Channel that the balance began to shift back to the earlier route. This accelerated as
incremental improvements in the locale created a succession of migrations of the bulk of
commercial shipping, first from the North to the South Channel, thence to the St. Clair Ship Canal
(1871) and the St. Clair Cutoff (1962). The decision whether to take a route that was improved,
yet thereby crowded, can be viewed as the outcome of an ongoing calculus of risk versus reward.
This issue of route preference as related to risk management has been the focus of two
Australian studies seeking patterns in shipwrecking, albeit in different corners of that continent. In
the northeast, Martin Gibbs and Ewen McPhee (2003) examined two alternative routes through
the Great Barrier Reef in Far North Queensland, where the placement in 1844 of a beacon on Raine
Island contributed to a shift in maritime practice. The beacon was an effort by the government to
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create an officially sanctioned route to the Torres Strait separating Australia from Papua New
Guinea. As such, it represented a hybrid of the traditional “Inner Route” which threaded through
the reef, offering shelter from storms but posing safety problems of its own, requiring cautious
navigation and nightly anchorages. The alternative was the longer Outer Route—quicker, but more
exposed. The Raine Island passage created a shortcut from the Outer to the Inner route. The
unintended consequence, following a period of reduction in mishaps, was an increase in wrecking
incidents, which the authors partially attribute to “a certain laxity as mariners felt assured that the
sanctioned and now marked route was safe” (Gibbs and McPhee 2003:36).
In southeast Victoria, Brad Duncan has applied Neo-liberal risk management strategies to
the analysis of wrecking incidents in Gippsland. In the absence of strict governmental sanctions
and enforcement of navigational routes, Duncan argues, “Neo-liberal risk management provides
communal members with an adequate level of information about the inherent risk levels, but leaves
the individual to judge the acceptable level of risk taking.” Not unlike the Raine Island case, an
initial period of reduced accidents was followed by a rebound he attributes to a decreased
perception of risk. As a result, he concludes that “shipwreck locations were not arbitrary but
influenced (in part) by the cultural structuring and use of the maritime cultural landscape(s) and
reactive responses to risk” (Duncan 2004:28-29).
Contemporaneous developments in the St. Clair maritime landscape resonate with aspects
of both studies. The installation of a government beacon at the South Channel, like that at the
Raine Island entrance, certainly implied a preferential status. On the other hand, the continued
listing of both the North and South Channel routes through the Flats in commercially published
sailing directions like Thompson’s certainly fits the Duncan’s Neo-liberal label, where mariners
were given two options in the decades before the South Channel route prevailed. Duncan
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schematizes his findings in a flow chart, which I have slightly revised as Figure 9.7. The process
labeled “Increased Risk Mitigation,” best fits the St. Clair locale in the nineteenth century, as the
response to demand for improvements resulted in both private and public sector action. The
resulting outcome, an increase in vessel traffic, and thereby shipping casualties, certainly fits the
observed pattern in the Flats.
Contemporaneous developments in the St. Clair maritime landscape resonate with aspects
of both studies. The installation of a government beacon at the South Channel, like that at the
Raine Island entrance, certainly implied a preferential status. On the other hand, the continued
listing of both the North and South Channel routes through the Flats in commercially published
sailing directions like Thompson’s certainly fits the Duncan’s Neo-liberal label, where mariners
were given two options in the decades before the South Channel route prevailed. Duncan
schematized his findings in a flow chart, which I have revised as Figure 9.7. The process labeled
“Increased Risk Mitigation,” best fits the St. Clair locale in the nineteenth century, as the response
to demand for improvements resulted in both private and public sector action.
The resulting outcome, an increase in vessel traffic, and thereby shipping casualties,
certainly fits the observed pattern in the Flats. The outcome labeled “Vessels Avoid Area”
describes the shift of commercial shipping from the North to the South Channel and thence its
subsequent improvement, leaving the superseded routes to local and recreational use (“Alternative
economic use of area”). This outcome, however, was neither the result of “No Action Taken” nor
perceived danger due to increased shipping casualties. In the Flats, the principal risks to be avoided
or mitigated were costly delays due to poor sailing conditions, grounding, and the need for
lightering over the bar.
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Figure 9.7. Risk management flow chart (adapted from Duncan 2004).
Commercial shipping changed routes, therefore, due to the development of a preferable
alternative in the South Channel, and thereafter the artificially created ship canals. This exposes
the limitations of Duncan’s closed-system model. While he considers improvements in the practice
of navigation as forms of “Increased Risk Mitigation,” Duncan omits disruptive technological
innovations: improvements in propulsion mode, as well as the physical modification of the area of
perceived risk. Duncan’s is thus strictly a behavioral model, evidently holding major technological
factors constant—certainly not the case during the Industrial Revolution in the Great Lakes. As
such, Duncan’s flow chart is useful in explicating the role of practice as it operated in tension with
the environment, but does not embrace the total process of landscape transformation, even from
the focused perspective of commercial shipping.
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8. TRANSFORMATION AND DWELLING: PATTERNS IN SETTLEMENT AND
POPULATION
From its outset as a trade route in the historical period, the Strait offered to dwellers along
its shores opportunities to participate in the maritime economy, beginning with the Mississauga
who doubtless bartered their hospitality to French voyageurs for trade goods. As Westerdahl puts
it, “a concentration of maritime activities might occur at difficult navigation points where sailors
required the guidance and advice of local people, and a safe route, harbor or haven. The local
people at such places might be recruited into secondary maritime activities such as pilotage, or the
maintenance of routes with navigation markers. At a later date they might maintain lighthouses or
join the merchant navy or the navy” (Westerdahl 1994:267). Seen in demographic terms, he
continues, these people form the nucleus of maritime communities: “the concentration along
certain transport zones of activities associated with transportation, building, maintenance and
management of ships. These constitute maritime transport enclaves or niches” (Westerdahl
1994:267; emphasis in original). Historically, the first such enclave along the Strait was Fort
Sinclair, later the town of St. Clair, where five critical activities came together in space and time:
first, the transshipment point along the route between Detroit and Michilimackinac, where boats
transferred their cargo to the Gladwin schooner; second, the defensive function served by the fort;
third, the access along the Pine River to vast stands of timber; fourth, the maintenance, storage and
later, the building of sailing ships; and finally, the refueling of wood-burning steamers bound up
Lake Huron.
Table 9.4 shows the population change in four Michigan maritime communities in the St.
Clair locale, during the period of its most dramatic transformation, between the decennial censuses
of 1850 and 1900. The village of St. Clair, at a population of 1722, actually began as the largest of
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the four in 1850, leading Port Huron by 153 souls. A half-century later, all of the factors that had
contributed to the rise and prosperity of St. Clair had vanished. After reaching a modest peak in
1880, quite simply, the wood ran out—for ships, for fuel, and for lumber—and the population
declined accordingly, a victim of “the booms and ambitions and processes of states” (Westerdahl
1994:269). Meanwhile, Port Huron had evolved into a true transport enclave, first as the northern
terminus for towboats picking up and discharging their consorts through the Strait. With the arrival
of the Grand Trunk Railroad at Sarnia in 1859, the Port Huron-Sarnia locale became a key rail
transshipment hub, first by ferry, then in 1891 by tunnel.

Table 9.4. Changes in the population of selected St. Clair maritime communities, 18501900. Note that in 1850, St. Clair is the most populous of the four; by 1900, it is the
smallest.

Between these extremes, Mount Clemens, strategically situated on water, rail and roadway,
diversified its timber-based economy with manufacturing, agriculture and a popular mineral spa
(Magee 1980). Marine City struggled as it clung to the last vestiges of the shipping industry,
transitioning from new ship construction to dry-docks specializing in repairs and barge conversion
of the aging and dwindling wooden fleet (Griffin 1893:831-832). In the intervening century, its
local economy has diversified with the addition of the Morton Salt works, US Steel, an Edison
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power plant, and recreational boating—all predicated to some degree on its location at the
confluence of the Belle River with the St. Clair waterway. As with the ribbon farm, access to the
river is a facilitating factor in successful dwelling in the maritime landscape, but it is no guarantee
of prosperity.
Perhaps the most remarkable development in the process of dwelling was the settlement of
the archipelagoes that formed the arms of the Middle and South Channels. The urbanization of
Detroit and its Great Lakes sister cities in the post-Civil War era created a demand for leisure that
transcended lines of social status and income. Lumber barons and day laborers alike took to the
water, often rubbing elbows on the booming fleet of excursion vessels that radiated outward from
Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, Milwaukee and Chicago. Nowhere was the phenomenon more
pronounced and the transformation more dramatic than in the St. Clair Flats, or, as it soon came to
be known, “Michigan’s Venice.”
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CHAPTER 10. FROM TOCQUEVILLE TO TASHMOO: THE GOLDEN AGE OF THE
ST. CLAIR FLATS.
1. ADVENTURES IN THE LIMINAL ZONE: THE RECREATIONAL LANDSCAPE
In his journal for August of 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville described his journey north aboard
the steamer Superior: “We embark at 2 o’clock. Shore of Detroit. Land low and cultivated. Many
houses. Lake Saint Clair. In the evening dancing on the bridge. American gaiety.” Two days later,
he wrote from Fort Sinclair: “At 1 o’clock I go shooting in the marshes on the other side of the
river Saint Clair. First we go to the fort. In the forest on the way the sound of a savage drum. Some
cries. We see coming eight savages stark naked except for a little loin cloth. (6 children, 2 men).
Besmeared with dyes from head to foot. Hair bristling, lots of ends falling in queue behind. A
wooden club in hand, jumping like devils. Beautiful men. Dancing for fun and to get money. We
gave them a shilling. It is the War-dance. Horrible to see. What a degradation” (Tocqueville
1959:143). As in so many other respects, Tocqueville was a man ahead of his time. In telegraphic
style, the French observer of American culture captured the everyday experience of a recreational
visitor to the St. Clair locale—a full half-century before it became an everyday experience. The
genteel social amenities of traveling by steamboat; sightseeing at the now-superfluous military
relic; hunting for sport; and finally, the ambiguous “degradation” of being entertained by
indigenous identity performance. The emergence of a new facet of the maritime cultural landscape
in the St. Clair Flats—that of a recreational mecca on the edge of a tamed wilderness—is a
postscript to Tocqueville’s prescient journal entry.
Nor was Tocqueville alone in recording his impressions of this particular voyage. A fellowtraveler, the barrister Godfrey T. Vigne, Esq., wrote: "The 'Superior,' as she was called was, I think,
the most comfortable steamer I had yet entered; her upper deck, about one hundred and twenty
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feet in length, was of great width [beam was 28'] and afforded an excellent promenade" (Vigne
1833:137). Vigne likewise praised "the morass opposite the fort [Gratiot] which abounded in wild
fowl of all kinds," while "the unbroken and interminable forest, with which [the riverbanks] are
covered, contains more game than any other part bordering on the lakes, being less frequented by
hunters" (Vigne 1833:140).
Were it not for a bit of rough weather, the pleasures of exploring Lake St. Clair by
steamboat might have been chronicled a decade earlier. Awaiting the departure of his delegation,
boundary commissioner Richard Delafield joined a social party aboard the steamer Walk in the
Water on her inaugural visit to Detroit. On the Fourth of July 1820, they “proceed into Lake St.
Clair, but on account of threatening showers put about and run down the Detroit River, toward
Malden,” the erstwhile British redoubt, where they enjoyed an excellent dinner, cotillions danced
to a military band, numerous toasts and gun salutes, all amid “great mirth” (Delafield 1943:277).
Considering that Delafield’s British counterpart, Dr. Bigsby, described the delta as “pestilential”
(Bigsby 1850:298), it is not surprising that the reputation of the Flats was slow to change.
2. FROM PESTILENTIAL SWAMP TO “MICHIGAN’S VENICE”
In anthropological terms, the assignment of the social role of recreational space to the Flats
by the burgeoning urban population of Detroit marks a distinct new transformation. Once its chief
hazards to navigation had been mitigated, the urban dwellers, transcending (at least for the day)
divisions of income and class, de-marginalized the Flats, adding it to the regional landscape as
social space. Detroit newspapers touted the egalitarian pleasures of the new class of vessels
catering to “tourists and excursionists” (Dixon 2002:11-12). The expansive maritime transport
zone that had developed in a commercial role as a corridor for the movement of commodities (furs,
timber, grain, coal and ore), became the venue for a mixed array of maritime social activities. The
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earliest of these was illustrated by Tocqueville—the rustic amusements of passengers to Port
Huron and beyond, hunting, fishing, and gawking at the performances of the “savages” (perhaps
with a wink on both sides). The earliest consumers of these experiences, however, were still
essentially engaged in the process of movement through the landscape. The picturesque habitants
and savages, as providers of these aesthetic experiences, were the dwellers. The Flats was still
merely something to be traversed, and not yet a destination in its own right.
This began to change in the post-Civil War period, as a small vanguard of the growing
capitalist class in Detroit took to the water to seek respite from the increasingly crowded city, not
only on nearby Belle Isle (erstwhile Hog Island), but farther afield. Spearheaded by banker William
A. Butler, a group of well-connected Detroit sportsmen founded the St. Clair Flats Hunting and
Shooting Club in 1872 (later known as “The Old Club”), near Butler’s Victorian Gothic cottage at
the mouth of the Old South Channel (Dixon 2002:20,42). Unconsciously mimicking the age-old
seasonal round, sporting hunters and fishermen gentrified the subsistence pattern of natives and
habitants, who monetized their role as guides, selectively providing access to their knowledge,
practice and ancestral landscape to well-heeled outsiders. Within a few years, sportsmen’s clubs
had sprung up along the route of the now-daily steamboat service, which plied the political and
cultural borderland between modernity and tradition. As the clubs became more influential, the
seasonal rustications of their members were duly noted in the Detroit society pages.
In the wake of the exclusive clubs came resort hotels catering to vacationing urban
proletarians, by the day or the week. The first of these was the Star Island House (Figure 10.1.5),
developed in 1874 as a destination by the Star Line of excursion boats. Day tourists disembarking
from the Port Huron boat, recounts Flats historian Michael Dixon,1 “could spend the day fishing
and have a fresh fish or frog leg supper before catching the evening steamer back to Detroit”

282

Figure 10.1. Detail of R. J. Mackey’s Guide Map of the St. Clair Flats (1896), showing the
stops between Lake St. Clair and Algonac, including the Old Club (1), Star Island (5), Joe
Bedore’s (9), and Tashmoo Park at San Souci (12) Note “Plum Bush Island” (P) in upper
left. (Detroit Historical Society).

(Dixon 2002:45). In an 1895 feature on “Michigan’s Venice,” the Detroit News Tribune
exclaimed: “And still the crowds come and come. Is there no end to them? Has the whole
population of Detroit chosen this special day to go to the Flats? No, this is only a fair sample of
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every Sunday morning in summer; this is the Sunday crowd” (Detroit News Tribune August 18,
1895). By 1896, passenger and excursion boats made no fewer than a dozen stops between Lake
St. Clair and Algonac (Figure 10.1).
None typified the social transformation of the Flats better than Joe Bedore’s place on the
Southeast Bend, originally a simple log cabin that grew into a quaint and comfortable tourist hotel
(Figure 10.2). In the rotund figure of the French-Canadian Joe (Figure 10.3), the image of Colton’s
hospitable but indolent habitant (Colton 1833:61) was reborn as the soi-disant “King of the Flats,”
a beloved local character: guide, host, sage and droll raconteur (Dixon 2002:64-67).

Figure 10.2. Joe Bedore’s Hotel on Harsens Island, ca 1915. Note the assortment of private
“pleasure craft” in the foreground, complementing (and eventually displacing) the role of the
“floating palaces” (Detroit Historical Society).
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Figure 10.3. Joe Bedore. Detail from “The Flat Dwellers at Michigan’s Venice,” a
satirical article by columnist and cartoonist Fred C. Nash. (Detroit Free Press, July 23,
1905).

A final class of recreational dweller in the Flats landscape was the seasonal cottager.
“Every bit of land that thrusts itself out of the lake,” observed travel writer James Oliver Curwood,
“is lined with summer cottages and lakeside inns” (Curwood 1909:85-86). “There must be
thousands of them in this American Venice,” echoed fellow journalist Stuart L. Douglas. “It’s most
extraordinary for a big steamer to be loafing along here among all these cottages. You could toss
the traditional biscuit from the deck and hit a happy householder in the eye almost anywhere”
(Douglas 1906:614).
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Figure 10.4. Newspaper cartoon satirizing the Flats squatter circa 1900. Note the flatbottomed bateau in the foreground. (Dixon 2002:156)

The ambiguous nature of the numerous islets—emergent wetlands that were occasionally
submerged—created a corresponding legal liminality, as the federal government’s Boundary
Commission inventory had ignored them as landforms, while the State of Michigan laid claim to
the Flats as swampland. Into this literal and legal morass stepped (or waded), the “squatter,”
claiming that such improvements as driving pilings and building a shack upon them constituted
homesteading (Andreas 1883:220). Douglas’ “happy householder” had often made something
from almost nothing (Figure 10.4). Joe Bedore himself had begun as just such a squatter, later
recollecting “that time when I drove a few spiles and threw up a little dirt and made up my mind
I’d stay” (Dixon 2002:64). Even the Old Club was scrutinized, at one point briefly ordered by the

286

state to vacate. Some cases dragged into the early twentieth century (Jenks 1912:85; Dixon
2002:158-159). Generally, titles obtained through “squatter’s rights” were upheld, with state
ownership of remaining unimproved wetlands on the Michigan side of the delta established as the
general rule, providing recreational opportunities to the general public (Rogers 1955:40).
3. SOCIAL FUNCTION AND CLASS IN THE RECREATIONAL LANDSCAPE
In all, four broadly-defined recreational modes of maritime dwelling developed in the St.
Clair Flats:
•

Sportsman’s clubs, catering to the well-heeled and well-connected, the Old Club
and the Canada Club being the archetypes of the hunting and fishing variety. The
latter was on the Canadian side, leased from the Walpole Island First Nations
(Figure 10.1). These were eventually joined by a handful of yacht and boat clubs,
notably the North Channel Yacht Club on Dickinson Island, which began as a
shooting club.

•

Resorts offering a wide variety of recreational amenities, minus the exclusivity of
the private clubs. This social reproduction of the urban class structure and its
landscape was not lost on the local newspapers, where both the “great unwashed”
and the pretensions of those who arrived by yacht rather than by steamer were fair
game as objects of satire (Figure 10.5). The twin pinnacles of this proletarian aspect
of the Flats’ Golden Age were Tashmoo Park (Figure 10.6), built in 1896 on
Harsens Island by the White Star Line as a stop for their popular daily runs to Port
Huron, and its namesake, the steamer Tashmoo (Figure 10.7), launched in 1900,
among the fastest and best-appointed of the “palace steamers” (Stone 2015:182).
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•

Private cottages which ran the social and architectural gamut from Butler’s Gothic
getaway to “Jones’ Rest” (Figure 10.4), often remaining within families for
generations.

•

A mixed bag of public recreational venues apart from the resorts: public parks,
commercial marinas; state-owned wildlife refuges, wetlands and boat launches. In
this category may be included First Nations hunting areas on the Canadian side,
accessible to the public only with a permit and native guide.

In a variety of modes, and by all walks of life, the maritime landscape of the St. Clair Flats
had undergone a sea change, as it were, to be more fully integrated into the social landscape of the
Strait region and its center at Detroit. Extending the agency of the post-colonial period from the
political, commercial and technological realms into the social sphere constituted a further shifting
of the balance point of agency away from Nature/Wilderness and towards Culture/Civilization.
The Victorian worldview entertained a complex relationship with Nature, simultaneously
romanticizing rusticity as a virtue, while congratulating itself on its own sophistication. The Flats,
once marginalized as a nuisance at best and a danger at worst, came to embody the nostalgic aspect
of the former frontier outpost: Detroit’s Playground, Michigan’s Venice. Historian James Cooke
Mills acutely observed of Tashmoo Park, “here all is not art, neither is all nature” (Mills 1910:235).
By the end of the nineteenth century, as phrased by conservation historian Roderick Nash,
“the average citizen could approach wilderness with the viewpoint of the vacationer rather than
the conqueror” (Nash 1982:143). An aestheticized wilderness as a thing to be “enjoyed from a
comfortable distance” (Neumann 2007:1956), marketed as a vanishing commodity or recreational
amenity rather than the risk or threat it had connoted to the pioneering colonialists, fit this view
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well. In the case of the Flats, this is nowhere more aptly symbolized than by the Walpole Island
First Nations just across the water from Tashmoo Park.

Figure 10.5. The Private Club Girl. Detail from “The Flat Dwellers at Michigan’s Venice”
by Fred C. Nash. (Detroit Free Press, July 27, 1905).

Writing a mere fifteen years after Tocqueville, the famed Massachusetts poet William
Cullen Bryant, on a tour of the Great Lakes in 1846, might easily have been peering into the future
of the Flats when he wrote of Mackinaw Island: “To some, the savage visitors, who occasionally
set up their lodges on its beach, as well as on that of the surrounding islands, and paddle their

289

Figure 10.6. The Pavilion at Tashmoo Park, 1912. (Detroit Historical Society).

canoes in its waters, will be an additional attraction. I can not but think with a kind of regret on the
time which, I suppose, is near at hand, when its wild and lonely woods will be intersected with
highways, and filled with cottages and boarding-houses” (Bryant 1851:302). The greatgrandchildren of the “savages” that had lent a frisson of the exotic to Tocqueville’s 1831 journey
provided just such an “additional attraction” for the tourists at Tashmoo Park (Figure 10.8),
dancing and selling handmade souvenirs (Mills 1910:235). Such performances of tribal identity
and lifeways, easily stereotyped as commercialization at best and degradation at worst (as was
Tocqueville’s evident impression), nonetheless served to preserve both the traditions and the social
cohesion of the Walpole Island First Nations through stressful economic times (Nin.Da.Waab.Jig
1987:81).
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Figure 10.7. The palace steamer Tashmoo, flagship of the White Star Line, circa 1905.
(Detroit Historical Society).

4. TWILIGHT OF THE PALACE STEAMERS
The accidental sinking of the Tashmoo and its subsequent scrapping in 1937 is seen in
retrospect as a turning point towards the end of an era, which was sealed by the closing of Tashmoo
Park itself in 1951. These highly visible events may be seen as indicating the further evolution of
movement through Great Lakes maritime landscapes. The passing of the Golden Age of the
excursion vessel in the early decades of the twentieth century has been variously attributed to the
rise of the automobile and improved roadways (Stone 2015:224), with the Great Depression
dealing the amusement parks a blow from which they never fully recovered (Rogers 1955:39-40;
Woodford 2012:8). Initially, both people and goods moved in the same way and in the same vessels
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Figure 10.8. “Indian Souvenir Stands, Tashmoo Park, St. Clair Flats,” postcard, circa
1914. (Wikimedia Commons).

at the same time, whether by small craft, schooners, or steamers. This situation persisted until the
continental interior had been sufficiently populated, and its resources sufficiently exploited, that
specialized forms of transport became viable. The package freighter, catering to the movement of
both people and goods, occupied a niche where versatility in a time of change was an evolutionary
asset. Eventually, however, the movement of commodities became the province of the bulk carrier,
and package freight traffic largely went to the expanding rail network. So too with long-distance
passenger traffic: the “floating palaces” carried neither cargo nor westward-bound settlers. Travel
by rail between the eastern and midwestern cities outstripped waterborne travel in both speed and
affordability. This left the shorter, urban-centered routes to the excursion-boat industry, and in that
respect Detroit excelled, having both the expansive Flats and, downriver on the Canadian side, the
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Bob-Lo amusement park which debuted in 1898 (Livingston 2008:22). Their attraction was a day
spent in a relaxing and genteel atmosphere—an amenity prey to economic conditions, particularly
unemployment and depression. The big boats were able to hang on for a time, even in the face of
rising competition from the personal automobile and the expanding road system, but aging fleets
were expensive to maintain, let alone replace (Stone 2015:226).
From the perspective of the maritime landscape of the St. Clair Flats, the processes of both
movement and dwelling were progressively decentralized and democratized. While neither the
excursion boats nor the resort hotels vanished overnight, the rising proportion of cottages led to a
proliferation of small boats, from fishing skiffs and outboard runabouts to cabin cruisers. Unlike
the big steamers, these could take their owners directly to their dwellings. The relationship between
the two types of watercraft was analogous to that between the railroad and the automobile. There
is more than meets the eye to the observation that the Model T killed the big excursion boats—
their gasoline-powered nautical equivalents were accessories after the fact. The irony lies in that
the St. Clair locale led the nation in producing the instruments of the big boats’ demise.
5. RECREATION AS INDUSTRY
With a ready market, skilled labor, and the means of industrialized production close at
hand, it is no wonder that the St. Clair region became to the boating industry what Detroit was to
the automobile. Beginning in the 1920s, three of the greatest names in modern wooden powerboats
had their origins there: the popular Chris-Craft brand in Algonac, the high-performance Gar Wood
in Marysville (Mollica 1999), and the luxurious Hacker, “the Steinway of wooden boats” (Barry
2002) in Mount Clemens (Figure 10.9). In one sense, they followed the Detroit auto boom by a
couple of decades; in another, these maritime communities merely revived a boatbuilding tradition
that was over a century old—much older if one considers that among the skilled workers in Chris-
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Craft’s Algonac plant were Anishinaabeg, crossing the river from Walpole Island each day
(Nin.Da.Waab.Jig 1987:86; Martin 1971).2

Figure 10.9. Interior view of the Hacker Boat Company’s Mount Clemens plant, showing
mahogany motor yachts in production. Hacker moved to Mount Clemens from Detroit in
1921 and went out of business in the late 1950s. (Macomb Daily. Used by permission).

This was particularly true during the Second World War, when there was both a manpower
shortage and a need by the military for highly maneuverable, shoal-draft boats that could be built
quickly and cheaply—precisely the qualities that had traditionally distinguished the boats of the
St Clair maritime landscape. Moreover, wooden hulls, once a liability, were once again an asset,
being less likely to trigger magnetic mines. Chris Craft produced at least 243 wooden landing craft
in its Algonac plant under contract to the U. S. Army (Figure 10.10), and served as the testing
facility for an additional 12,000 boats built at its larger Cadillac and Holland, Michigan plants.3
With Gar Wood contributing an additional 188 units (Figure 10.11), and Hacker a limited run of
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high-speed picket boats (Barry 2002:100), the St. Clair locale’s boat-building industry was briefly
re-militarized, albeit for combat on distant shores.

Figure 10.10. Promotional advertisement for Chris-Craft circa 1943, showing its
personnel landing craft LCP(R). (Jackson 2018).
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Figure 10.11. Interior of Gar Wood’s Marysville, Michigan plant during production of
plane personnel boats for the U. S. Army Air Corps during World War Two. (Gar Wood).

The peacetime economy of the 1950s produced all the conditions for the Flats’ new role as
a workingman’s playground: unionized jobs with both high wages and leisure time; expanding
roadways encouraging the beginnings of suburban sprawl; affordable powerboats; and hundreds
of square miles of fresh water perfect for recreation of all sorts. The associated infrastructure
provided through the public sector comprised buoys and aids to recreational navigation; dredged
channels; public access boat ramps; shore fishing piers; and the services of the Coast Guard and
its Auxiliary. Commercial facilities and services included numerous marinas; boat and yacht clubs;
boat showrooms; repair shops; marine hardware stores; sail lofts; bait and tackle shops; and
innumerable waterfront eating and drinking establishments. A multi-billion-dollar economy
developed around recreational boating in the Strait, with its epicenter at Lake St. Clair.
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Perhaps the zenith (although some might say the nadir) of the culture of recreational
boating in the St. Clair locale is represented by the “Jobbie Nooner,” an annual celebration of
“boats, booze,” and other alliterative pleasures (Figure 10.12). Hailed as the “Mardi Gras of the
Midwest,” its origins are somewhat apocryphal, but point to an incident in late June of 1974, when
a handful of auto parts contractors (“jobbies”), took off work at noon on the Friday before the
annual plant shutdown.4 The resulting informal boat party in the Flats, aided by publicity both
positive and negative, has drawn as many as 4,000 boats and 10,000 participants to the shallow
waters off Gull Island at the mouth of Big Muskamoot Bay (Ferretti 2010)—only one mile (but
considerable social distance) from the Old Club, where it all began exactly a century earlier.

Figure 10.12. Aerial View of Jobbie Nooner 2007. (JobbieCrew.com).
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Over the span of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the trajectory of the incorporation
of the St. Clair Flats into the social fabric of the greater Detroit regional landscape becomes clear:
from an initial state of liminality and risk, to privilege and exclusivity, thence to accessibility and
inclusion. In the interval, an era of genteel mass transportation by “floating palaces” had waxed
and waned, while utilitarian small-boat designs had evolved from their subsistence functions to
recreational applications from sport fishing to racing and water-skiing. With each transformation,
the St. Clair maritime landscape witnessed a segment of the longue durée of nearly four centuries
during which a succession of forms of the material culture of navigation was created, used, lost,
destroyed or abandoned, passing from the systemic to the archaeological context. The remaining
analysis of the nautical material culture of the St. Clair maritime landscape examines not what was
built in its shipyards, but what was lost or discarded—on uncharted sandbars, in “ship traps,” along
crowded channels, in nautical “bone-yards” and maritime dumping grounds—in all the places and
ways that a vessel can come to grief.
Notes on Chapter 10
1. Michael Dixon’s three-volume collection of images and reminiscences, compiled and
republished in 2002 as Life at the Flats: The Golden Era of the St. Clair River Delta (Mount
Clemens: Mervue) is in invaluable vademecum for this period in the history of the Flats.
2. When Tecumseh’s bones were reinterred at the memorial on Walpole Island, (Figure 3.4), his
mahogany coffin was made in the Chris-Craft plant by Anishinaabeg craftsmen.
3. In all, some 13,000 wooden boats, mostly landing craft and patrol boats, were built by ChrisCraft. Company tradition insists that the first landing craft to hit the beaches of Normandy on DDay were made by Chris-Craft (Jackson 2018).
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4. It is probably no coincidence that the original Jobbie Nooner was a mere five years after
Woodstock (1969), as elements of mass-market tribalism characterize both. An “authorized
definitive history” of the Jobbie Nooner based on interviews with its founders may be found on
the Jobbie Crew’s website: https://jobbiecrew.com/

299

CHAPTER 11. ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE SUBMERGED LANDSCAPE
1. THE ST. CLAIR LOCALE MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD
“The real challenge for a ship archaeologist is therefore to identify and select relevant contexts
for the interpretation of the wrecks and from that construct narratives that are not only
scientifically credible but also have relevance to modern society and ourselves (Rönnby 2013:9).

In preceding chapters, two classes of materiality created in the St. Clair locale have been
considered in their systemic contexts: watercraft; and maritime infrastructure. In the latter case,
some evidence remains in the systemic context: the Old South Channel Light, now preserved and
automated; the St. Clair Canal (although its wooden retaining walls are long gone); the foundations
of some of the original resort docks, since built over. To the maritime archaeologist, this expansive
landscape presents a sort of horizontal stratigraphy, where the past is arranged not in vertical
layers, but a patchwork of activity and deposition, both above and below water level. The
surrounding context is provided by matrices of spatially and temporally embedded artifacts,
structures, place names, narratives both written and unwritten, maps and charts, and above all the
landscape itself as a product of the interaction of cultures with their environment. Much more,
however, has been obliterated: Fort Sinclair and its careening platform; the sawmills along the
Pine River; the North Channel stakes; the Marine City shipyards—all are no more. Few significant
infrastructural features of the built environment from previous cultural landscapes may be truly
said to have passed into the archaeological record.1
Not so with ships, however. True, of the 782 locally-built ships analyzed in Chapter 8, none
remain in service. A handful—at least eight—are known to have wrecked in the St. Clair locale,
beginning with the little schooner Emily, built in St. Clair in 1826, and capsized four years later in
the Flats with the loss of seven lives. But these few were joined by many more from all over the
Great Lakes. Archival records compiled as searchable databases indicate that in the century
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between 1830 and 1934, at least 287 vessel sinkings are documented as having occurred in the
waters between the mouth of the St. Clair River at Port Huron, and the foot of Lake St. Clair at
Belle Isle. Of these, 128 (45%) were reported as total losses and were not raised and restored to
service, resulting in wreck site formation (see Appendix B).2 In the intervening years, the majority
of these wreck sites have either succumbed to the scattering process or have been intentionally
destroyed, generally by the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers as obstructions to navigation. That
which remains in an archaeological context represents a critique, as it were, of the mediation
between people and environment that is the task of a ship. Each unique loss instantiates a case
where a highly complex piece of material culture passed from the control of human agents on the
water’s surface, to the processes of disintegration on the bottom. The responsibility for that
occurrence must be sought in the persons operating and commanding the ship, in the nature and
condition of the ship itself, and in the maritime landscape in which it was operating.
The purpose of this chapter is to re-examine the trajectory of the interrelationship between
the maritime community (with its ideology, traditions, purposes, and economics), the maritime
environment (with its affordances, constraints, and risks), and the ship (with its materiality and
embodied tradition and technology). Unlike the survey of shipbuilding in the St. Clair locale,
which measured ideology and technology against environmental constraints from the standpoint
of social intentionality, a survey of shipwrecks measures that relationship at its breaking point.
2. THE MEANING OF A SHIPWRECK
Every shipwreck represents a failure—the failure of a skipper to shorten sail in a sudden
squall, of a helmsman to follow his course, of an unattended boiler to hold together under too much
pressure, or simply of a wooden hull to last forever. As with all archaeology, repetitive behavior
by both human and non-human agents creates a depositional pattern whereby one may discern the
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causes and effects of failures that result in the loss or discard of material culture. In the complex
St. Clair maritime landscape, where the nature and loci of risk and reward have shifted over time,
numerous failures have resulted in vessel loss, whether temporary or permanent. This was
particularly true in the nineteenth century, as new nautical technologies and practices coincided
with economic, demographic and political stresses to the maritime transportation network of the
Great Lakes. Although the failure resulting in a wreck is seldom overtly intentional, learning the
“biography” of the wreck site often allows us to “trace the intentionality of the primary action
behind the voyage and also of the events and contexts leading up to the wrecking” (Törnquist
2013:26). To which I would add the post-depositional biography of the wrecked vessel and its site,
as revealing subsequent events and contexts—social, economic, and technological.
As with the degradation over time of the documentary link to a vessel, its career and its
loss, so too with the materiality of the vessel itself. As Oscar Törnquist wryly notes, “posing
socially relevant research questions to a pile of planks is not done without some effort” (Törnquist
2013:26). In this study, the effort is to assemble and assess the available data, both archival and
archaeological, regarding the deposition of nautical material culture in the St. Clair maritime
landscape. The “socially relevant research questions” are focused versions of the four stated at the
outset of the study, specifically regarding the contribution of the analysis of vessel losses to our
understanding of the following:
•

developments in the process of movement in maritime landscape formation;

•

specific disruptions or innovations between or within the maritime landscapes of
successive historical periods;

•

relationships between depositions in the St. Clair locale and larger contexts;
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•

the applicability of the local archaeological record to the understanding and management
of maritime landscapes.
In practice, the shipwreck archaeologist’s quandary takes two forms: a wreck with no

name, or a name with no wreck; that is, either the finding of an unidentified vessel; or the hunt for
a known vessel of unknown whereabouts. In either case, the St. Clair locale is an embarrassment
of riches, offering numerous instances of both forms. Figure 11.1 combines officially charted
(n=74) with uncharted sites (n=22) for a total of 96 wreck sites, a quarter of which are unidentified
(n=24). Conversely, a compiled list of total losses with no corresponding confirmed wreck sites
(see Appendix B) is even longer (n=99).
The task at hand, then, is to pose socially relevant research questions to piles of old planks
and piles of old documents (most of them now digitized, fortunately). The dating of the both piles
begins in the post-colonial period. The earliest documentary record of a shipwreck in the St. Clair
locale belongs to the schooner Emily, driven ashore in the Flats in 1830, while the oldest remaining
wreck site is that of the brigantine Saltillo, wrecked in a collision near Sarnia, Ontario in 1853.
The contribution of shipwrecks in the archaeological record to the study of the St. Clair locale is
thus centered on the post-colonial and modern eras.
In his seminal monograph Maritime Archaeology, Keith Muckelroy (1978:158)
schematized a processual approach to long-term wreck site formation (Figure 11.2). While highly
summarized, it represented at that time a quantum step towards appreciating the nature and extent
of the transformative processes, natural and cultural at work from the moment a vessel ceases to
operate as a means of transportation. Expanded and formalized by Gibbs and Duncan (2016), the
ongoing processes of removal (“filtering”) and rearrangement (“scrambling”) by both natural and
cultural agents rebut the notion that a shipwreck represents a frozen moment—the popular but

303

flawed “time capsule” analogy (Goggin 1960:353; Nutley 2008; Rodley 2012:383; Arnshav
2013:145). This is particularly true of the shallow sites that characterize the St. Clair landscape.

Figure 11.1.Wreck Map of the St. Clair locale, showing both officially charted and
uncharted sites.(Image by author, using Garmin Blue Chart Americas v8.5)
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Figure 11.2. “Flow Diagram Representing the Evolution of a Shipwreck,” an early effort
at developing a systematic approach to maritime archaeology. (Muckelroy 1978).
Clearly, at each step of removal from a sinking incident, a substantial portion of the
potential knowledge of what happened—to whom, when, where, and how—may become
fragmented, disassociated from its object, or lost altogether. This is not to say that either the
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anonymous wreck or the disassociated ship biography is without value, even in cases which resist
our best efforts to reunite the two. As these wrecks occurred during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, virtually every total loss created a paper trail, allowing meaningful analysis,
particularly of temporal and causal (and to a lesser degree, spatial) patterns.
The quantity and detail of these individual vessel and incident profiles permits their
collective analysis as a database (Murphy 1983) along such key parameters as the properties of the
vessel (vessel type and its mode of propulsion at the time of loss), nature and location of the
incident, and, on occasion, its passage into an archaeological context as a shipwreck site or debris
field (Price and Richards 2009).
3. SHIP LOSSES IN THE ST. CLAIR MARITIME LANDSCAPE: A TYPOLOGY
Since waterborne shipping was (and largely remains) the life-blood of the Great Lakes
economy, incidents of all types were duly reported, with the aid of the telegraph, in the newspapers
of the port cities that sprang up along their shores in the 19th century. The audience of interested
parties included ship-owners, manufacturers, merchants, investors, insurers, and the families of
the crews. Even such relatively minor everyday occurrences as groundings, strandings, and minor
collisions, were frequently but not unfailingly reported. As a reliable indicator of significant
failure, I have chosen to analyze incidents where one or more vessels was reported as not merely
damaged or briefly grounded, but actually sunken or driven ashore. When such incident reports
are combined with the official registration required of commercial vessels, the aggregated
documentary record provides the data needed to determine which vessel experienced a sinking, its
cause and approximate location, and whether it was subsequently refloated and repaired, salvaged,
abandoned, removed or demolished as a hazard to navigation.
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The 29 identified wreck sites comprise a 22% sample of the 129 total losses. This presents
a reasonable quantity for purposes of hypothesis generation and testing, as well as qualified
conclusions with a degree of confidence in the summative analysis (Staniforth 1997). The object
of such analysis, as it was with cartographic features and place-names, is to consider wrecks as
“assemblages representing vehicles of major social enterprise such as communications and trade
and as manifestations of technological and social change. In this way the unique histoire
éventuellement visible in a particular site provides the basis from which to address both broader
social questions and processes of change over various durées” (Gibbins and Adams 2001:281).
This is particularly true in the present study, where it is the landscape and its transformation, not
the individual site, that is foregrounded.
Relating the documentary record to the archaeological record yields four classes of loss
types, each representing a portion of the total number of documented vessel losses (n=287):
•

Class A. Documented incidents resulting in the sinking or wrecking of a vessel, whether
temporarily or permanently (n=287; 100%);

•

Class B. Documented Class A incidents where the vessel was reported as a total loss
(n=128; 45%);

•

Class C. Wreck sites in the submerged landscape (n=95; 33%), including both officially
charted (n=74) and confirmed but uncharted sites (n=21);

•

Class D. Wreck sites in the submerged landscape (Class C) that may be identified with
specific Class B vessel records with some degree of confidence (n=60; 21%).

4. PATTERNS OF SINKING AND VESSEL LOSS
Temporal and causal patterns in vessel sinkings may be observed in Classes A, B and D,
with the Classes A and B providing documentary evidence, supplemented in Class D sites by the
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reunion of archaeological with documentary evidence. Such sinkings, even if temporary, can shed
light on transformations in the nature of risk in the St. Clair locale, as affected by such variables
as the type of vessel, its mode of propulsion at the time of sinking, and the cause of the incident.
Relating the resulting patterns to the historical timelines of nautical technology, maritime practice,
and modifications to the maritime landscape serves as an indicator of the effectiveness of these
intentional changes in promoting the process of safe and effective movement. For example, both
the tonnage of shipping through Detroit (Table 9.3), and the number of sinkings in the St. Clair
locale (Table 9.1), increased substantially in the decades between 1880 and 1900. When the two
data sets are correlated, however (Table 11.1), it appears that following the shift from the North

Table 11.1. Rate of Sinkings in St. Clair locale, per 1,000 tons of shipping, 1840s-1900s.
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Channel route to the improved South Channel between the 1840s and the 1850s, the loss rate
peaked in the 1880s, and declined markedly thereafter. Such comparative metrics serve to focus
the search for causality in the historical and archaeological records.
Unidentified Class C sites, while they may be roughly dateable in terms of vessel
construction or depositional context, are unlikely to yield reliable indicators of the date of loss; or,
owing to post-depositional transforms, of the initial cause of loss. Patterns in the spatial
distribution of sinkings and total losses may best be observed in Classes C and especially D (where
vessel history is known), with potential contributions from Classes A and B, depending on the
quality of the documentation. Moreover, Class C sites serve as a pool of potential targets for field
investigations aimed at establishing their properties, condition and at best, their identity.
Class A Incidents: Patterns in Ship Sinkings
Table 11.2 presents a count by decade of selected sinking incidents (n=252) in the St. Clair
study area, broken down by six principal causes. A total of 35 losses, some due to ice (n=9), or
simply “sunk” (n=20) or “waterlogged” (n=2) were removed from the population. Capsizes (n=26)
dominated the early results, but were overtaken by fire, the scourge of wooden steamboats (n=85),
and collisions (n=100)—most (49) between steamboats, but with sailed, towed, and even docked
vessels as well. Abandonments (n=20) entered the picture in the 1860s; after peaking in the 1890s
and again in the 1920s, dwindled as wooden vessels aged out of the population. Boiler explosions
(n=9), common elsewhere on the Great Lakes, were comparatively rare in the St. Clair system,
possibly owing to the slower speeds necessitated by piloting and towing through the restricted
waterway.3 The exception is the 1860s (n=5), which may reflect the exigencies of the war effort,
as ships and crews were driven to their limits and beyond (Thompson 2000:331-332).
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Table 11.2. Causes of Sinkings in the St. Clair study area by decade: 1830s to 1930s.
Table 11.3 presents the full set of 287 sinking incidents, broken down by the mode of propulsion
at the time of the incident. Sailing vessels were the earliest victims, maintaining a relatively
constant accident rate between of 8.4 losses per decade between the 1850s and 1910s, after which
sailing, while still commercially viable—barely—on the open waters of the Great Lakes, was rare
in the Strait, where the towing of schooners had long been the rule. The two accident types most
characteristic of sailing vessels—capsizing (n=12) or being driven ashore (n=8)—collectively
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comprised 38% of sinkings under sail (n=59). By comparison, those two causes account for only
7 of 119 sinkings (6%) by self-propelled vessels.

Table 11.3. Sinkings in the St. Clair study area by Mode of Propulsion, 1830s to 1930s.

Vessels sinking while under power quickly equaled those under sail by the 1840s, and
dominated the results thereafter, peaking in the 1900s. Towed vessels, whether schooners or
barges, soon became the victims of collisions, peaking in the 1890s, and declining as the expedient
use of aging wooden vessels as barges decreased. A handful (n=7) of ships sank while at anchor
in the river, not surprisingly the victims of collisions with passing traffic. These sinkings cease
after the 1890s, reflecting both improving ship handling and improved harborage in the locale.
More remarkable is the number of ships that sank while docked (n=40), even into the 1930s.
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This becomes clearer in Table 11.4, where causes of sinking are listed by mode of
propulsion: 31 of the docked ships (78%) perished by fire, typically caused by sparks from a boiler
falling on flammable decks or cargo, and often exacerbated by the absence of crew aboard. Fire
was a deadly threat to wooden ships under power (n=48), nearly equal to that of collision (n=49).
Throughout the majority of the nineteenth century, the technology of propulsion outran that of
shipbuilding, with predictable results. The notion of placing a raging fire and red-hot iron inside a
wooden container, seen in retrospect, seems an inevitable recipe for disaster, and speaks loudly to
us of the magnitude of risk deemed acceptable in order to gain an economic or military advantage.
The end of the era of wooden ships, whether sailed, powered, or towed, clearly occurred between
the 1920s and 1930s, as indicated by data from the St. Clair locale (Table 11.2). Burnings dropped
from 12 to a single instance, and abandonments from 5 to zero. Simply put, there were virtually
no wooden hulls left, either to burn or to abandon.
An overall decline in sinkings of all types, regardless of cause or mode of propulsion,
occurred between the 1920s and 1930s, from 21 incidents to just two. Such a precipitous fall (90%)
suggests a multitude of factors, that improvements in the physical properties and navigational
marking of the waterway alone cannot account for. More tonnage was moving through the Strait,
but it was in fewer and much larger ships, resulting in fewer encounters. Improvements in the
clarity and enforcement of navigational “rules of the road;” requirements for locally certified pilots
in rivers and harbors; fire-fighting technology; the supplanting of external combustion (steam) by
internal combustion (diesel) engines; wireless telegraphy followed by ship-to-shore and ship-toship radio; radar; satellite navigation; improved weather forecasting—all have contributed to
reducing the number and severity of maritime accidents throughout the Great Lakes, and
particularly in the confined waters of the Strait.
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Table 11.4. Causes of Sinking in the St. Clair study area, by Mode of Propulsion, 1830s to
1930s (aggregated).
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Class B Incidents: Vessels Reported as Total Losses
This reduction in collisions and other sinking incidents contributed to an even steeper
decline in sinkings resulting in total losses, and thereby long-term wreck site formation, both in
deep and particularly in shallow waters. Unlike their wooden predecessors, the new iron- and steelhulled ships were not prone to burning to the waterline. While still liable to sink in a collision,
metal hulls had considerable value even as scrap, and were seldom abandoned when accessible,
particularly in shallow water and close proximity to shipyards, salvors and other nautical
infrastructure. As a result, there are no documented instances of long-term wreck sites of metalhulled ships in the St. Clair locale. The steel bulk freighter Joliet nearly qualifies, however.
Rammed and sunk at its Sarnia dock in 1911, it was dynamited later that year, leaving a debris
field that remains in situ. Its larger fragments, relocated a mile (1.6 km) downriver, were finally
removed as an obstruction in 1963. By that time, larger ore boats, built to use the new St. Clair
Cutoff through the Flats, required a wider and deeper waterway, pushing the envelope of the entire
river outward and downward. As the boundaries of the built environment expanded, obstructions
like the Joliet, formerly allowed to reside at the margins, became “matter out of place”—Mary
Douglas’ classic definition of dirt—and required purification; that is, removal (Douglas 1966).
This scenario played out repeatedly throughout the twentieth century, as expanded dredging
operations in channels and harbors encountered obstructions, natural and man-made.
Table 11.5 compares Class B incidents resulting in wreck site formation with those Class
A incidents where the sunken vessel was promptly removed, whether by raising, salvage, or
demolition. Of a total of 278 incidents where the documentation of the outcome is sufficiently
clear, 128 (46%) resulted in site formation, while the remaining 150 (54%) were reported as
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Table 11.5. Long-Term Wreck Site Formation versus Wreck Removal, by Water Body.

removed. Of the 128 total-loss sites, 73 (57%) occurred in the St. Clair River, followed by 27
(21%) in the Flats, and 22 (17%) in Lake St. Clair. A small group of Lake Huron wrecks (n=6) at
the head of the St. Clair River is included for comparison, as their loss occurred during maneuvers
to enter the river. In all cases but the lower Lake Huron wrecks, the percentage of total losses was
comparable: St. Clair River (47%); St. Clair Flats (44%); Lake St. Clair (42%). Such variation is
exists between the three may be attributed to both the swifter current and the greater depth of the
river, versus the delta and the lake. Both these factors complicate removal from the river, while
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the latter may make the wreckage less of an obstruction to navigation, as some wrecks or
substantial debris fields lie well below the operating depth required by ships. Of 14 Class D sites
remaining in situ in the St. Clair River 10 (71%) are clustered in deep water at the river’s head,
where the current is the swiftest and most treacherous, as La Salle himself once learned.
Abandoned Vessels as a Subset of Total Losses
Equally likely as a mode of deposition in the St. Clair River was vessel abandonment: of
18 verifiable long-term abandonment sites in the St. Clair locale, 14 are in the river, with the lake
and delta dividing the remaining four equally. Sarnia’s harbor in particular developed a notorious
“boneyard” of abandoned vessels awaiting rehabilitation that often never came, or cannibalization
akin to that of an automobile junkyard. At least three—the bulk freighter Yakima and the
steambarges Sachem and Aztec—were raised in the 1930s, towed into Lake Huron and scuttled.
Known as the “ghost fleet,” they now serve as an attraction both for fish and recreational divers,
effectively repurposing them as artificial reefs. At least a half-dozen Sarnia-area abandonment
sites remain on the charts, however.
Abandoned vessels must be distinguished from losses resulting from mishaps. Where the
latter may serve as indicators of the locations of risk and danger, the former are indicators of two
ongoing transformations: first, the expansion of the maritime landscape itself, particularly the
lateral and vertical boundaries—width and depth—of its transport zone and associated
infrastructure; second, the aging and obsolescence of vessel types, nautical materials and maritime
uses over time. Australian maritime archaeologist Nathan Richards concludes that “discarded
vessels are not shipwrecks, they are non-catastrophically made a part of the archaeological record.
The array of decision-making processes that defines this makes them a reflection of the changing
technoeconomic circumstances associated with their abandonment” (Richards 2002:379).

316

Moreover, unlike disasters or mishaps, which Törnquist (2013:26) has noted as problematic
regarding intentionality, abandonment permits inferences regarding the intentionality of the human
agents of the depositional event. This is particularly true in their repurposing as infrastructure, or
in cases of salvors profitably exploiting a boneyard wreck as a recyclable resource (Ford 2013).
In short, abandonments, particularly in well-defined spatial contexts, are potentially
interpretable. The significance of the clustering of abandoned vessels, even when they remain
anonymous, is asserted by Richards when he states, “the research potential of ship graveyards is
more than the sum of their parts” (Richards 2013:12). In a comprehensive study of vessel
abandonment and archaeological site formation, Richards outlines a half-dozen categories of
abandonment, ranging from ritual discard (Viking burials, pharaonic grave goods) and naval
tactics (harbor blockades using scuttled ships) to artificial reef construction for fish habitat and
recreational diving (Richards 2008). Two of his categories appear to cover the majority of
documented or observed cases of abandonment in the St. Clair locale: one, salvage or recycling of
component materials, also known as “ship breaking” (the aforementioned Sarnia “boneyard” being
an example); also, structural adaptation or repurposing (typically as a breakwater).
Of all Class A vessels reported as abandoned (n=21) or repurposed as such shoreline
structures as breakwaters (n=4) in the St Clair locale between 1867 and 1925, the average age at
the time of initial deposition is 34.1 years—a ripe old age for a wooden hull, even in fresh water.
The majority (n=16; 67%) were towed barges at the time of abandonment (usually converted
schooners well past their prime). The time period that saw the greatest number of abandonments
was the two decades of the 1890s and 1900s which, when the average age is factored in, is a strong
reflection of the post-Civil War explosion in shipbuilding in the St Clair locale (see Table 8.6
above): the years from 1850 to 1865 saw an average of 9 vessels built per year; the postwar boom
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decade between 1866 and 1875 saw an annual average of 23 new hulls laid. As it happens, the
number of Class C abandoned or repurposed vessels (n=27) listed among Class B total losses
(n=128), is 21%, while the percentage of such vessels in the identified population (Class D) of
extant long-term wreck sites is comparable: 13 of 60 (22%).
The frequency of shipowners abandoning their vessels in shallow waters, away from extant
shipping channels but accessible for salvage, made them less likely to be promptly removed or
destroyed, compared to those catastrophically wrecked vessels which immediately obstructed the
transport zone and its infrastructure—those lost to collisions, fires or boiler explosions in shipping
lanes, or at docks. Moreover, when abandoned vessels were required to be removed some years
after their initial deposition, they were liable to leave behind a significant debris field, as the
removal process often entailed the dynamiting or piecemeal excavation of a waterlogged or
decayed structure embedded in the substrate, rather than refloating and towing a relatively integral
structure resting on the bottom.
The growing interest in ship abandonment should furnish the basis for a comprehensive
discussion of vessel abandonment in the St Clair locale compared to other regions: elsewhere in
the Great Lakes (Halsey 2007; Lusardi 2011:87; Moore 2013); the Atlantic seaboard (Price and
Richards 2009; Babits 2013; Smith 2013); and Australia (Richards 2005, 2008, 2013; Richards
and Staniforth 2006). In maintaining the focus on the landscape per se, it must suffice here to
situate these non-catastrophic sites causally where possible, and relate them to the behavioral
processes of dwelling in and movement through the maritime landscape. Nautical material culture
provides the means of movement. When it ceases to move, whether through events of vessel
discard, abandonment, reclamation, repurposing, or post-depositional disturbance, those
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intentional acts serve to index the evolving social relationships, temporal and spatial, between the
transport zone and places of dwelling; that is, between moving and staying put..
To summarize Class B as a whole: vessel losses by mishap in the St. Clair locale increased
dramatically in number between the 1850s and 1900s (Table 11.3), with their causes shifting from
capsizes and groundings (characteristic of sailing ships), to collisions, fires and boiler explosions
(characteristic of powered and towed vessels) (Table 11.4). Beginning in the 1890s, abandonment
featured as a major component of vessel losses, as wooden vessels aged out of the commercial
population (Table 11.2). The subsequent steep decrease in vessel losses of all types heralded the
completion of the transformation to a modern commercial maritime landscape: the physical
landscape itself, propulsion and shipbuilding technology, and maritime practice—all had “caught
up” with the runaway demand for waterborne commerce that had begun a half-century previous.
For purposes of interpretation, Class B reports of total losses may be divided into four
subcategories:
•

Total losses resulting from mishaps, not reported as subsequently removed or demolished,
and possibly remaining in situ at or near their point of initial deposition;

•

Total losses reported as removed or demolished post-deposition, usually by American or
Canadian authorities, as obstructions to navigation;

•

Total losses reported as abandoned, and allowed to remain in situ at their point of
deposition;

•

Reports of wrecked or abandoned vessels relocated and repurposed as shoreline structures
(breakwaters, seawalls, jetties) or as artificial reefs (e.g., the Lake Huron “ghost fleet”).
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These subcategories prove useful when applied to actual sites, especially when the identity and
depositional event of a wrecked vessel is known with some degree of confidence, as will be
discussed under Class D: wreck sites of identified vessels.
Class C: Wreck Sites in the Submerged Landscape
This category may be considered the target set for archaeological field investigations of
both known and unidentified wreckage, as it comprises all officially charted sites (n=74), plus
uncharted site locations (n=21) obtained from local informants and remote sensing. Charted wreck
sites were obtained from archival and current NOAA charts, both in paper and digital formats,
using the symbol set published in U.S. Chart No. 1: Symbols, Abbreviations and Terms used on
Paper and Electronic Navigational Charts, 12th Edition (2013). Examples of fully submerged
wrecks appear in Figure 11.5; partially submerged wrecks are shown in Figure 11.8.
A graphic overview of the Class C wreck sites in the study area is shown in Figure 11.1.
In contrast with the widely scattered patterning across Lake St. Clair, clustering is evident in the
Flats, both at the outer edges of the delta (the islands have been removed here for clarity), and at
the head of the delta in the vicinity of Algonac. Additional clusters formed in the vicinity of
American and Canadian maritime communities along the St. Clair River: Marine City/Sombra; St.
Clair/Courtright; Marysville/Corunna; and Port Huron/Sarnia. A significant portion of these total
loss incidents were dockside fires. In all but the Port Huron/Sarnia area, the majority of the
clustered sites, where identifiable, were of wrecks that immediately obstructed harbor or dock
infrastructure and were soon removed, occasionally leaving fragmentary hulls or debris fields.
Only in the swift, deep waters at the head of the St. Clair River was there significant clustering of
vessels remaining in situ, where salvage or removal were deemed either unnecessary or too risky.4
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Class D: Identified Vessels in the Archival and Archaeological Records
Even more satisfying than locating a wreck is the reunion of a ship’s biography with its
final resting place (or places). “The identity of a wreck is not a scientific goal in itself,” Rönnby
admits, “and neither is it necessary for conducting meaningful archaeology.” However, he adds,
“detailed knowledge about a specific identified ship and its loss can also generate powerful
‘moments from the past’ that offer the researcher historical insights not easily obtained from the
ship’s structure or from the written evidence alone” (Rönnby 2013:17). Through chart annotations,
archival research, informant interviews, remote sensing and field survey, a significant sample of
the wreckage of a number of the wrecks in the archaeological record may be linked with their
identities as historical vessels; that is, Class B total loss incidents that may be identified, in many
cases provisionally, with specific wreck sites with some degree of confidence (n=63). Class D
wreck sites comprise the intersection of two sets: Class B documented total losses (n=131) and
Class C charted wreckage (n=95). As such, they constitute respectable samples: Half (48%) of
reported total losses, and two-thirds (66%) of charted wreckage. Applying the four subset
categories from Class B yields the following statistical breakdown:
•

D1. Wreck sites resulting from mishaps, remaining in situ at their original point of
deposition (n=25);

•

D2. Wrecks relocated post-deposition as obstructions to navigation, often leaving a debris
field in situ (n=25);

•

D3. Wreck sites resulting from abandonment remaining in situ (n=6);

•

D4. Wrecks repurposed as breakwaters (n=4) or as artificial reefs (n=3).
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Category D2 includes both wrecks originally resulting from mishaps and those resulting
from abandonments, as both the agent and the intentionality of the secondary (later) deposition are
the same: the governmental removal of wreckage from the transport zone, usually as part of its
expansion or improvement. It should also be noted that there are occurrences of multiple Class D2
wreck sites associated with a single vessel, as when the demolition and removal results in multiple
hull sections, perhaps in combination with a significant debris field remaining in situ as well. The
bulk freighter Minnesota (1,138 tons, burned 1903), bulk freighter William H Wolf (2,265 tons,
abandoned 1921), and steambarge Ogemaw (625 tons, burned 1922) are among those vessels
whose post-deposition careers have taken on this added complexity.
These dramatic instances of post-depositional site transformation, particularly in the case
of physically and socially accessible shallow wrecks, illustrate the ongoing relationships—
resource exploitation and heritage identity creation among them—between the archaeological
record and society. Speaking to this point in his critique of the “time capsule” metaphor, Jonathan
Adams finds the comparison not only unrealistic but undesirable: “The simplistic notion that a
wreck is a ‘single-event phenomenon’ is a dangerous one that can blind the investigator to many
aspects of the vessel’s past. Of course these provisos do not detract from the ‘closed find’ value of
those assemblages that are related through use at the time of sinking. On the contrary, it can be
argued that they extend the general contextual benefit of the wreck as an archaeological entity,
opening it up to diachronic analysis rather than a synchronic ‘freeze-frame’ approach” (Adams
2001:297). The value of the diachronic approach is thus scalable: from Adams’ site level, where
changes to an individual wreck are meaningful and interpretable, to the landscape level, where the
accretion of those individual sites over time creates a pattern of transformation formed by
clustering of causes (Tables 11.1 and 11.3) and places (Figure 11.1).
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Table 11.6 shows the distribution of identified shipwrecks within the four principal water
bodies of the St. Clair locale, and further broken down by the above subclasses. One noteworthy
feature is the higher percentage of vessels allowed to remain in situ (D1) in the St. Clair Flats
(47%) versus the St. Clair River (32%). Inaccessibility of the former clearly is not the issue; if
anything, Flats wrecks tend to be more accessible, lying in shallower water and slower currents.
The answer may lie in timing: while ships were still occasionally wrecking in the North and Middle
Channels and the outer stretch of the Old South Channel, those routes were being replaced, first
by the Ship Canal and later by the Cutoff Channel. The necessity of removing or demolishing them
was somewhat diminished by the shift of deep-draft traffic to the improved waterway.
5. THREE WRECK CLUSTERS: THE SHIP TRAP, THE DUMPING GROUND, AND
THE BONEYARD
While I have provided a quantitative analysis of the available data, it does not lie within
the scope of the present investigation to conduct a complete and systematic archaeological field
survey aimed at the identification of each of the numerous confirmed but unidentified wreck sites
in the entire St Clair locale, or even the St Clair Flats in particular. Fortunately, a qualitative
understanding of the landscape may be derived from usable data gleaned even from anonymous
sites, as argued above. Rönnby suggests an alternative to the “empirical ideal” which has “largely
dominated the field of maritime archaeology and nautical research. Modern ship archaeology has,
however, started to draw inspiration from qualitative research in other disciplines and from
contemporary theoretical discourses” (Rönnby 2013:21). Such discourse is provided by historical
ecology, where the uniqueness and contingency of historical events and their context is neither
ignored in favor of ideology nor submerged beneath a sea of statistics.
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Table 11.6. Identified Wrecks by Water Body and Site Class. Note that a higher proportion
of Flats mishap wrecks (D1) have been allowed to remain in situ (7 of 15, or 47%)
compared to the St. Clair River (14 of 38, or 37%).

In the absence of site-by-site specifics, patterning may serve. What follows is an approach
to the data that acknowledges both the proverbial forest and its trees. Within a relatively compact
area of the Flats, I have identified three wreck site clusters (Figure 11.3) that evidence repeated
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behavior patterns corresponding to the formation of site types D1, D2 and D3, yet contain
individual sites with meaningful stories to tell. They are labeled Clusters A, B and C according to
the research design of field investigations I am presently pursuing in collaboration with the Noble
Odyssey Foundation and the U.S. Naval Sea Cadet training program.5

Figure 11.3. Wreck Cluster A, “Old South Channel Dumping Grounds;” Cluster B,
“Southeast Bend Ship Trap;” and Cluster C, “Russell Island Boneyard.” (Google Maps)

Cluster B: The Southeast Bend Ship Trap
This notorious hazard appeared in Chapter 9 as the “crooked route” decried by General
Cram—the upper stretch of the South Channel which remained in use even after the creation of
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the Flats Canal in 1871. The narrow, curving passage, poor sight lines, and lack of adequate shipto-ship communications created the conditions for a classic “ship trap:” a maritime hazard creating
repeated wrecking incidents in close proximity (Conlin 1997:377). Among innumerable major and
minor accidents, at least eleven ships made the short trip to the bottom there between 1870 and
1902. All were the result of collision, and all but two were either self-propelled or towed. Of these,
four resulted in long-term site formation (Figure 11.4). The oldest is the schooner N C West, under
sail when struck by the steamer Sacramento in 1898. It was moved out of the shipping channel a
short distance to its present position in 1941, and may be argued as either a D1 (in situ) or D2
(relocated) site. The schooner Gleniffer was under tow by the steamer Seaman, along with the
schooner Lothair, when the steamer Admiral struck and sank her in 1902. The Corps of Engineers
dynamited her upper structure later that year, leaving the lower hull in situ. A similar fate befell
the steambarge George T Burroughs in 1905: sunk by the steamer C F Bielman, her engine and
machinery were salvaged before her hull was dynamited. Finally, the steambarge Jack, renamed
Bothnia, collided in 1912 with the steel steamer SS Curry and sank near the Star Island House
resort, with one life lost.
Cluster A: The Old South Channel Dumping Ground
Slightly more than one nautical mile (1.8 km) southwest of the Old South Channel Lights,
lies a cluster of four charted wreck sites. They appear on the 1962 Lake Survey as two groupings
of two sites each (Figure 11.5). The same area shown on the 1934 chart, however, shows only one
pair of wreck sites (Figure 11.6), while the 1903 chart shows none (Figure 11.7). Both the 1934
and 1962 charts show designated dumping grounds in different positions. These dumping grounds
received the dredge spoils hauled by barges from ongoing operations by the Corps of Engineers.
The 1934 chart shows the sole pair of wreck site symbols within the dumping ground. It appears
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Figure 11.4. Cluster B, “Southeast Bend Ship Trap.” Superimposed on a 1903 chart are
the present-day locations of (A) Schooner N C West (1898); (B) Schooner Gleniffer
(1902); (C) Steambarge George T Burroughs (1905); (D) Steambarge Bothnia aka Jack
(1912). All wrecks were the result of collisions. (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers).

likely that the first pair of wreck were deposited by the Corps between 1903 and 1934, possibly as
part of the nearby dredging operations in constructing the second Flats Canal in 1906-1907, when
a total of 2,044,801 cubic yards of material was excavated (Moulton and Theime 2009:B.2.7).
Recalling that the creation of the second canal was necessitated by numerous head-on encounters
(Lydecker 1900), it seems reasonable to infer that the wreckage appearing on the 1934 chart was
from the removal of such obstructions as wrecked or abandoned vessels lying in the path of the
expansion.
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The second pair of symbols evidently marks wreckage deposited between 1934 and 1962.
Again, the Corps records show the regular removal of material from the South Channel, including
the Southeast Bend and the Flats Canal, between and 1962, when it was superseded by the new

Figure 11.5. Detail of Cluster A, the Old South Channel Dumping Ground in 1962. Note
the two groups of two wreck symbols marked A and B, immediately west of the designated
dumping ground. (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers).

St. Clair Cutoff (Moulton and Theime 209:B.2.12-13). A reconnaissance dive by the author on
June 15, 2018 on the cluster marked “B” in Figure 11.5 resulted in the location of the wreckage of
a late 19th-century wooden schooner, partially sedimented into the bottom. Its position was
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Figure 11.6. The Old South Channel Dumping Ground in 1932. Note that only a single
pair of wreck sites is shown, and that the dumping ground is immediately west of its later
(1962) position. (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers)

approximately 100 meters northwest of the corresponding chart symbol, suggesting either postdepositional displacement by currents and ice movement, or imprecise charting of its position. The
site consists of the stern section of a centerboard schooner that had been broken cleanly in half,
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Figure 11.7. The area of the Old South Channel Dumping Ground in 1903, evidently prior
to any dumping: despite numerous soundings, no wreck symbols are present. (U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers)

possibly by dynamite charges placed amidships. The centerboard trunk had been filled with
wooden spacers, indicating its conversion to a barge. There was no evident debris field in the
surrounding area. The overall indicators were of a Class D2 removal and relocation by the Corps.
It seems likely that the other chart symbol nearby, if accurate, marks the bow section of the same
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ship. It also appears likely that the “A” cluster marks a similar but earlier deposition of wreckage
within or near the designated dumping ground.
Cluster C: The Russell Island Boneyard
Opposite Algonac, on a broad marshy shallows off little Russell Island, four wrecks lie in
a row, their keels neatly arranged parallel to the shoreline. Their upper structures are gone, but
their lower hulls are remarkably intact, considering they have been there since at least 1903, when
they first appeared on the Corps’ Lake Survey chart. A fifth lies at the head of the island (Figure
11.8). All are easily visible using an inexpensive form of remote sensing—Google Earth.6 Their
positions do not appear to have shifted appreciably since they were first charted over a century
ago. Owing to water clarity and shallow depth, numerous details, including length and beam, are
discernible, even measurable, using the software’s measuring tool. Pending field investigation, I
have provisionally identified two sites, comparing observable features with archival records of
vessel properties and descriptions of their loss. Figure 11.9 shows one of the wrecks, code-named
WR195SCR, (site “C” in Figure 11.8). Its length and beam measure approximately 117’ and 24’,
respectively, and its centerboard trunk is clearly visible. Allowing for measuring error and outward
splaying of the hull, this fits easily within the dimensions (133’ x 23’) of the centerboard schooner
Ayr, built in 1855 at Port Dalhousie, Ontario and abandoned in 1900 opposite Algonac.
Figure 11.10 shows WR190SCR, lying just upstream (“B” in Figure 11.8). Its dimensions
and observable features suggest the barge Champion, built in 1863 in Cleveland as a barkentine,
converted in 1868 to a 3-masted schooner, and finally to a towed barge in 1881.7 She was carryinga
load of coal behind the steamer St Louis when on July 13, 1903 she was struck by the steamer
Robert W E Bunsen, sinking in the channel between Algonac and Russell Island. Two weeks later,
the press reported that “both owners and underwriters have abandoned the wreck of the barge
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Figure 11.8. The Russell Island “Boneyard,” as shown in 1903. Well-defined wreckage at
each of the five marked sites is still extant (Figure 11.6). All identifications are provisional,
requiring field survey: (A) Unidentified; (B) Barge Champion (collision, relocated 1903);
(C) Schooner Ayr (abandoned 1900); (D) Unidentified; (E) Steambarge Virginius aka
Thomas D Stimson (burned, beached 1903). The wreck symbol used indicates that the
wrecks were partially above water at low water datum. All are now represented by the
symbol for fully-submerged wrecks (see also Figure 11.5). (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers).

CHAMPION sunk in the St. Clair River. The boat will be blown up by dynamite as it is directly
in the channel and a dangerous obstruction to navigation. The steamer [Thomas D] STIMSON,
also abandoned, will be blown up” (Port Huron Daily Times July 28, 1903). A photograph taken
before the demolition, (Figure 11.11) shows only her two remaining aft-raked masts, stripped of
spars and used for hoisting running lights. The river’s current is clearly visible, indicating that her
bow is pointed upstream. The far shore therefore must be the mainland; the expanse of river
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Figure 11.9. Aerial photograph of wreck site WR195SCR, site (B) of the Russell Island
Boneyard (Figure 11.5). Centerboard trunk is clearly visible amidships. Dimensions are
approximate, but consistent with the schooner Ayr: 133’ x 23’. (Google Earth).

between suggests that the wreck was already closer to the Russell Island than Algonac at the time
of the accident.
The remotely measured dimensions of WR190SCR are 155’ x 28’, while those of the
Champion were 182.5’ x 33.4’. Deprived of the graceful overhang at bow and stern typical of a
barkentine hull, the dimensions of the Champion fits neatly into the footprint of the wreck site.
Moreover, there is no evidence of a centerboard, as would be expected of a hull originally laid as
a barkentine. It cannot be determined from the aerial photo which end of the wreck is the bow—a
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Figure 11.10. Aerial photograph of Wreck site WR190SCR, tentatively identified as the
barge Champion. (Google Earth)

diagnostic feature which would support, but not in itself confirm, its identification as Champion,
as the chances are exactly 50:50. Traces of coal, if found in cargo areas, would likewise be
supportive: aboard a steamer, coal would be expected as fuel; aboard a barge, it indicates cargo.
Incidentally, the aforementioned wrecked steamer Thomas D Stimson (originally
Virginius), described as slated for demolition at the same time as Champion, measured 160’ x 31’,
while WR205SCR measures 139’ x 24’—again a plausible fit. Set afire by an exploded lamp,
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Figure 11.11. The barge Champion, photographed shortly after its sinking by collision.
(Thunder Bay Sanctuary Research Collection)

Stimson was beached across from Algonac, where she burned to the waterline. Any onsite evidence
of charred timbers on WR205SCR would be a revealing but not conclusive diagnostic, given the
substantial number of wrecks by fire in the locale.
6. THE PILE OF PLANKS SPEAKS
The identity of the wrecks in the Old South Channel Dumping Ground (Cluster A) may
never be known. Their explanatory value may be limited to understanding the intentionality and
methodology of Corps of Engineers demolition operations in the first half of the twentieth century,
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when their task would have included removing older wreckage that was perhaps both waterlogged
and deeply embedded in the sand/clay substrate of the channels they blocked. The initial field
results suggest that removing the hull in two sections was one management approach used. Even
so, these sites offer insight into the period when the St. Clair Cutoff Channel was constructed.
The Southeast Bend Ship Trap (Cluster B) clearly offers a cautionary tale regarding the
law of unintended consequences, where solving one old

problem creates two new ones.

Comparatively, the depositional patterning of wreck sites on Lake St. Clair (Figure 11.2) shows
the scattering one would expect from accidents to ships under sail. Of 19 sinking incidents on Lake
St. Clair by sailing ships, 6 (32%) were capsizes. By comparison, out of 27 sinkings on the lake
by powered vessels, only 3 (11%) were capsizes. Steam power largely solved the problem of being
at Nature’s mercy, but worsened two man-made ones: first, fires (to say nothing of boiler
explosions) were virtually unheard-of before the arrival of steam. It also exacerbated an old one:
collision. The ability to closely follow a marked and improved channel, even around a blind curve
at full steam, or at night, turned the Southeast Bend into a ship trap for three decades.
The three Russell Island Boneyard biographies— Thomas D Stimson, Champion, and
Ayr—may represent wreck subclasses D1, D2 and D3, respectively: deposition in situ, relocation,
and abandonment. Moreover, setting aside the question of intentionality, the orientation and
spacing of the assemblage’s deposition along the outer margin of the shallow bay causes it to break
up the damaging wake of passing freighters, effectively creating a protective artificial fringing
reef—a D4 characteristic.
Collectively, the Cluster B and C wrecks form a microcosm of the causality of the site
formation processes at work in the larger maritime landscape. More than all that, they qualitatively
furnish examples of Rönnby’s “powerful moments from the past” that reunite a ship’s mortal
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remains with its biography—what I have elsewhere termed “evidence-based storytelling”
(Harrison 2017b; also Brink 2015:103). They beckon us to re-engage with them and their stories
in a physical as well as a narrative manner, examining their shattered remains for diagnostic signs
of their identities and careers: lumps of coal, charred timbers. Because their story is genuinely
knowable if only we can make the connections, we constantly find ourselves “posing socially
relevant research questions to a pile of planks” (Törnquist 2013:26). Which is to say, asking the
fundamental question of the archaeologist: “what happened here, and what does it mean?”
7. THE LESSONS OF FAILURE
By the mid-nineteenth century, the carrying capacity of the Great Lakes maritime system
at last matched the demand, but at a price. Risk-taking behavior throughout the entire transport
zone resulted in losses of ships, cargo, and crews. On the open waters, sudden storms, especially
late in the shipping season, were a principal risk, as was the tendency to keep vessels in service
well past their prime, while short-changing their maintenance. These two forms of pushing a
vessel’s limits have been termed “one more voyage syndrome” (Murphy 1983:75). In the Strait,
however, the risks that produced the greatest number of sinking incidents were those associated
with haste and congestion: collisions, fires, and boiler explosions (Table 11.2). The transformation
of the maritime landscape to its modern configuration was not complete until its ample, wellmarked new channels were complemented by metal-hulled vessels propelled by internalcombustion (diesel or diesel-electric) engines and guided by new communications technologies:
radio, electronic navigation (radar, LORAN-C, GPS); weather forecasting. The emergent modern
triad of maritime landscape and material culture was completed by behavior: nautical practices
aimed at risk reduction, notably rules of piloting and vessel maintenance. Until that new triad of
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the modern era established a functional equilibrium, failure was a measure of disruption, and
shipwrecks were a measure of failure.
Notes on Chapter 11
1. Fort Sinclair was assigned site number 20SC58 in 2002 by the Michigan SHPO. Excavations to
determine the exact location of the fort were made in 1970 (Mayhew 2003:158-159) and in 1974,
but have been ruled inconclusive by the Michigan SHPO.
2. Of the 128 vessel losses resulting in long-term site formation, only eight have been registered
with the Michigan SHPO and given site numbers. Their numbers are given in Appendix B. Of
these eight sites, none have been the subject of documented archaeological field research. Two,
the schooner-barge John B Martin (20UH304) and the schooner Tremble (20UD2) have been
described in popular literature (Kohl 1987; Club Poseidon 1983).
3. Anna Jameson’s 1837 comment about bursting boilers, quoted in Chapter 6, was outdone by her
countryman Charles Dickens. Aboard the steamer Constellation at Cleveland in 1842, he described
her as “a large vessel of five hundred tons, and handsomely fitted up, though with high-pressure
engines; which always conveyed that kind of feeling to me, which I should be likely to experience,
I think, if I had lodgings on the first floor of a powder-mill” (Dickens 1868:117).
4. The attempted salvage of the Tremble, sunk in a collision in 1890 while being towed through
the rapids at the head of the river, resulted in a collision between the salvaging schooner Ben Hur
and a passing barge, Superior. Ben Hur’s consort barge, Algoma, was also sunk. The upper
structures of both schooners were dynamited, but as the wrecks lay in 65’ of water, the wrecks
were not removed, and are now a popular site for advanced wreck divers (Kohl 1987:131-136).
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5. This field investigation is the initial phase of an inventory of the submerged cultural resources
of the St. Clair locale. Titled “St. Clair River Inventory of Maritime Submerged Heritage and
Abandoned Watercraft” (Project SCRIMSHAW), it combines archaeological, historical and
ethnographic evidence in assembling a picture of the relationship between the present-day
maritime communities, their heritage and identity, and submerged material culture.
6. Google Earth’s database of historical files varies widely with respect to image quality of
submerged objects. As of this writing (summer 2019), the historic files from 10/1/2013 show the
greatest clarity and detail. The four clustered sites at Russell Island show such structural elements
as keelsons, frames, and centerboard trunks. All images reproduced herein are from that date.
7. Given that she was built during wartime, it may be significant that Champion’s original
barkentine sail plan followed naval practice, employing square-rigged sails (Figure 8.4f), making
her more suitable for operation in harm’s way. Her conversion to the less labor-intensive schooner
rig in peacetime could thus reflect economic factors replacing military considerations.
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CHAPTER 12. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

1. CONCLUSIONS: OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY
The observed interplay between ship movement, ship losses and their deposition, the
physical modification of the transport zone and adjacent communities, and the ongoing
representation of changes in the location of resources and risks, serve as summative instantiations
of the four linked processes of landscape transformation. As the St. Clair landscape increasingly
became a built environment, the constant revision of nautical charts and sailing directions reflected
critical knowledge of the evolving relations between the features of dwelling and movement
coevolving in the transport zones. From preferred practices and routes, to the location of buoys
and harbors, wrecks and reefs, prescriptive symbolic representations of critical affordances and
constraints were culturally transmitted and curated, textually and cartographically, within
communities whose existence was predicated on the construction, deployment, support and
sheltering of watercraft.
The successes and failures of these long-term processes are inscribed everywhere: in the
physical landscape itself; in the archaeological record; on charts, in voluminous accounts from
newspapers to government inquests; and in the living memory of the maritime community. The
outcome of these ongoing and incremental processes was (and remains) constant transformation,
manifested in myriad ways, places, and times, creating a web of people, places and things.
Processes of Landscape Formation
The maritime landscape is spatially, functionally and, to the observer, conceptually
bounded by those tasks characteristic of a seafaring society: cognition, by wayfinding; movement,
by shipbuilding and navigation, and by taking on and landing people and cargo; dwelling, or
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subsistence, first by fishing and other aquatic food procurement, later by forming communities
around the maritime economy of the movement of goods by water. The salient objects of these
processes for any occupying society may be characterized as perceived affordances and
constraints—features that either facilitated or delimited the society’s ability to sustain itself and
pursue its ideological goals by means of water transport.
The symbolized location of affordances and constraints, routes and dwelling-places within
the landscape is the object of the fourth process, representation. The curation and transmission of
spatially-situated knowledge, practice and ideologies within the society that produces them forms
the recursive step without which the other three processes cannot proceed to the social level. Where
cognition is individual and internal, representation is external and social. A significant intention
of this study is the stress placed of the activities of place-naming and map-making—toponymy
and cartography—as essential to the overall cultural process of landscape formation. The
enormous attractiveness and utility of these artifacts to us as latter-day interpreters has the
unfortunate tendency to obscure their primary function and significance to those who first created
and used them. Far from languishing in the shadows, these essential elements of the cultural
landscape have too often simply been seen in the wrong light, as indices of the agency of others,
and not as agents in their own right. The evidence of French disinformation using maps suggests
that they were well aware of the ability of spurious landscape features to take on a life of their
own, and influence that of others.
The structuring of the analysis of the St. Clair maritime landscape around the four ongoing
and interrelated processes of cognition, dwelling, movement and representation permits a
comprehensive thematic approach to the periodized succession of five maritime societies that have
occupied it, commencing before European contact in the seventeenth century. This temporal
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periodization, in conjunction with the multidisciplinary research program of historical ecology,
permitted the synthesis of forms of evidence appropriate to each of the cultural periods studied.
Indigenous dwelling and movement were amenable to ethnohistorical and linguistic methods,
while the French and British colonial eras permitted the admixture of cartographic and archival
evidence and its analysis in terms of prevailing ideology. The post-colonial and modern eras
introduce the archaeology of commercial shipping to the mixture.
Historical Ecology: Theory, Methodology, Data
The processes of landscape formation and transformation may be understood as the result
of the operation of dialectical relations between natural factors present in the environment and
cultural factors present in society. These factors and their interrelations have been managed
through the broad and flexible research program of historical ecology. The notion that landscape
is “the product of the collision between nature and culture” (Balée and Erikson 2006: 2), while
pithy and memorable, is less helpful than to say that landscape is produced by the tensioned
dialectical encounter of multiple agents, human and otherwise, natural and cultural. These
encounters, as they grow in complexity and agency, may be described with equal accuracy and
usefulness as entanglements (Hodder 2012) or actor networks (Latour 1993; Dolwick 2009;
Tuddenham 2012), the latter concept being more commonly encountered in the literature of
maritime archaeology. Adams (2001) provides a schematic diagram of so-called “interrelated
constraints” on watercraft (Figure 1.3) that proves adaptable as well to the explication of the
dialectics forming the maritime landscape itself. The seven networked factors subsume both
culture—ideology, technology, tradition, economics, purpose; as well as nature—environment and
raw materials. Collectively, they encompass not only constraints but affordances, and not only
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watercraft moving through the maritime landscape but of the associated communities dwelling and
working there.
Temporal Frameworks
Through the application of multiple temporal frames of reference to the spatial landscape,
short-term phenomena and long-term trends in the formational processes, occurring
simultaneously, have been articulated with one another and within the framework of larger
historical, geographical and social contexts. The Annales School furnishes an elegant, flexible, and
powerful temporal framework which, applied to the St. Clair locale, demonstrates the longue durée
of the maritime landscape as a scene of cultural transformation into an increasingly anthropogenic
landscape featuring ever-widening waterborne connectivity.
Discrete yet related periods permit segmented yet unified perspectives on the durée, from
multiple past and present indigenous occupations, through French and British colonial control, to
post-colonial expansionism and thence to and modern industrialization and urbanization, each
period with its distinctive ideology. Within the upper Great Lakes region during the study period,
the transitions segmenting these periods tend to center on changes in the dominating occupying
group, with the Iroquois Confederacy retreating before the resurgent Anishinaabeg-French
alliance, which then yields to the British Empire, thereafter reaching a political and territorial
rapprochement with American nationalist expansionism. After the American Civil War, the entire
Great Lakes region is incorporated into modern global trends in urbanization and industrialization.
Throughout the longue durée, the maritime landscape of the St. Clair locale was constantly
being cognized and re-cognized in terms of evolving relations between its affordances and
constraints, and the agency and intentions of the societies dwelling in and moving through it. These

343

relations were mediated through the creation and usage of material culture; specifically the
vehicles, tools, and built environment of seafaring. The post-colonial and modern eras offered the
greatest body of evidence, both documentary and archaeological, of nautical material culture.
Analyzed using the dialectic, relationships between the environment and society formed
evolutionary lines objectified in new or adapted watercraft, infrastructure, and practices.
Disruptions, Innovations, Transitions, Transformations
The historical events marking these transitions are often associated with large-scale
conflicts in larger social and geographical contexts: the Beaver Wars, the French and Indian War,
the American Revolution, the Civil War. Other watershed events occurring within middle-range
periods may be characterized as disruptions or innovations within and between Adams’ networked
factors: technology, materials, and economy. Apart from the arrival of Europeans, the advent of
steam technology for transportation, manufacturing and landscape modification may have been
the most disruptive of all in the St. Clair locale. The replacement of wood by iron and steel as a
material for the fabrication of watercraft was a technological disruption shared by all modern
maritime cultures, but was particularly felt in the St. Clair locale’s shipbuilding industry; while the
economic transitions from subsistence to colonialism to globalized capitalism were impactful
throughout North America.
Disruptions and innovations are uniquely contingent historical phenomena, situated within
a geographical and cultural context. Nautical practice, as reflected in the maritime habitus of Great
Lakes sailors, was conditioned by the landscape-as-champs, but also reflected the nature of cultural
capital within the greater society. Hence the varying approaches to commercial shipping by three
entrepreneurs reflected their respective eras. The French administrator Cadillac expediently turned
to indigenous and vernacular small craft, while his British counterpart Patrick Sinclair enlisted
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the naval might of the Empire to build and supply his eponymous fort—each seeking to carve out
a colonial fiefdom on the frontier at the expense of the mother country (Dunbar and May 1995:4748; Mitchell 1884:405). By contrast, the nameless captain of the steamer Sheldon Thompson
opportunistically used Yankee ingenuity to coax a few extra dollars out of a routine trip upriver—
a true proto-capitalist and trendsetter.
The subsequent development of the purpose-built steam-powered towboat, applied to the
specific task of moving sailing ships through the Strait economically (if not always safely), was a
truly revolutionary development, and one central to the transformation of the St. Clair maritime
landscape. The magnitude and scope of the technological and ideological cascade triggered by
steam power cannot be overstated. Steam powered not only the ships, it powered the sawmills that
converted the forests into those ships; and it powered the dredging of channels that allowed those
ships to grow to enormous size. In the American mind, the balance of agency had tipped decisively
from Nature to Culture—specifically, a shared American ideology of expansion and prosperity
through innovation and exploitation.
The dynamics of the dialectical interrelations within the triad of environment, society and
material culture trended, in the longue durée, to produce locally specific behavioral strategies—
nautical practices within the Strait’s maritime communities to accommodate the geophysical status
quo and the needs of the day. Each problem solved, however, triggered new tensions elsewhere in
the transport system, and thus a new dialectic. The British hybrid transport zone through the Flats;
the expedient use of Anchor Bay; lightering of deep-draft vessels; and the towing by steamboats
of becalmed schooners through the Strait; all typify such localized, expedient and ultimately
transient behavioral adaptations. Adaptive nautical technologies such as the centerboard schooner
allowed a significant increase in the through-put of the shipping system, pending the creation of
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an artificial waterway through the Flats that would permit unimpeded and unmodified travel by
deep-draft vessels. The evolution of nautical practice is documented in the continual revision of
navigational charts and sailing directions to reflect enhancements or shifts in preferred routes—a
process that was both a representation of best practices and an agent of ongoing risk management
and resource optimization.
As the transport zones of the Great Lakes became progressively interconnected with the
Eastern seaboard and Atlantic shipping, maritime practice and nautical technology were
continually redefined in an increasingly anthropogenic and managed landscape. This relationship
can be seen in the co-evolving dimensions and capabilities of ships with the canals, locks and
harbors they used, and in the standardization of aids to navigation to produce a seamless process
of piloting along the entire route. Such expedient and informal landmarks as plum bushes and log
cabins inevitably gave way to illuminated beacons and radio transmitters. As the declining costs
and risks of movement converged with rising demographic trends of an urban-dwelling labor force
with time and money for leisure, the “Golden Age” of the Flats literally emerged from the erstwhile
marshlands. In time, however, the palace steamers and grand resorts were obsolesced by a
proletarian elite that could afford its own cars, boats and cottages.
While transformation has been the overarching and constant process at work, its sources,
direction and effects have, on balance, shifted during the longue durée of the study period, from
the transformation of Culture by Nature (behavioral adaptation) to that of Nature by Culture
(anthropogenic modification). These shifting factors have produced corresponding shifts in the
nature and location of their evidence. My purpose in using the theoretical and methodological
framework of historical ecology has been to construct a unified but diverse and flexible approach
to the study of a lengthy and complex process of transformation. Interdisciplinary theorizations,
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all accessible to the materiality of the evidence of human activity, enlist multiple and nested
temporal and spatial frames of reference, human-thing relationships, practice—all operating within
the paradigm of the dialectic. The perceived outcome of the formative processes of a specific
landscape, while occasionally consistent and coherent-appearing, is not the product of the
operation of a deterministic process. Rather, the object of outlining the big picture is the revelation
of patterns formed from particulars, not a nomothetic search for laws or rules as such.
2. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FINDINGS
The St. Clair locale is unique, but not anomalous: the social and cultural phenomena and
trends that are seen played out in its maritime landscape are those that were driving the historical
durée of the Great Lakes region and the North American continent from the seventeenth century
to the present. The maritime strategies attempted, adapted and adopted by Great Lakes mariners
have been usefully compared and contrasted with those of their seagoing counterparts in Europe
and Australia. The complementary ideology and technology that transformed the Flats are the same
that opened the American West and the Panama Canal.
Ultimately, the significance of the transformed maritime landscape lies in its coherence.
Across the durée of nearly four centuries, the warp and weft of four formative processes, five
historical eras, and seven key elements produces not so much a palimpsest as a tapestry with a
discernible pattern: a motif of movement and dwelling with repetitions, variations and innovations.
This despite the inevitable lacunae that require us to work tirelessly at Snead’s “perspective
analogous to those for whom the place had significance” (Snead 2009:44). Clearly that earlier
significance did not come merely from the procurement of the means of daily subsistence. We
want to know who these dwellers and mariners felt they were. The persistence of the social
identities of indigenous descendant groups certainly allows that possibility—the ethnography of a
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group that remains situated in its ancestral landscape. Later, during the colonial periods, abundant
official and anecdotal accounts permit qualitative perspectives on the encounters of successive
Europeans with the Other. By the nineteenth century, these informal narratives had been
augmented by extensive and quantifiable documentation of each of the four processes of formation
of the modern landscape: population censuses; commerce statistics; exacting geophysical surveys
and cartography; shipbuilding records and registries; and detailed accounts, including
photographs, of nautical accidents, loss, and discard.
The limited archaeological field work described above indicates patterned depositional
evidence of repeated behavior and its physical results. Risk-taking resulting in catastrophic
collisions (Cluster B); the tacit communal designation of a vessel abandonment and secondary
deposition zone (Cluster C); and the subsequent refinement of this process through the systematic
removal of obstructing wreckage to designated dumping grounds by official agencies (Cluster A)
situate tangible archaeological evidence of known behavioral patterns in the physical landscape.
Moreover, the lasting meaning of these wreck sites resides in the modern communities who
derive significant aspects of their identity from the maritime heritage (often in the form of family
history) that is literally and figuratively embedded in the landscape surrounding them (Leone
2010:49; Clark, Wilson and Binder 1979:27). Blessed with such circumstances, the archaeologist
begins and ends as an ethnographer, a participant observer whose initial interviews may not only
lead to sites, but to the recovery and sharing of oral history and thereby present-day community
identity (Price 2013b). Westerdahl himself admits that “even to a diver like the present author, it
appeared that it was of more lasting interest to interview living people than to find shipwrecks”
(Westerdahl 1992:11). In gathering and sharing their stories, we become the storytellers.
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3. RECOMMENDATIONS
In August of 2011, I served on an invited panel as part of targeted scoping meetings on the
National Park Service’s “Michigan Maritime Heritage Special Resources Study.” The session was
held at the Dossin Great Lakes Museum on Belle Isle in Detroit. Similar sessions were held in
Muskegon and St. Ignace. As the only archaeologist present, I advocated for the archaeological
record, taking the position that federal involvement in the inventory of the submerged cultural
resources of the Detroit region was the logical necessary first step towards formulating a plan for
its conservation, management and interpretation. That remains my position, even more so in light
of the vulnerability of shallow-water sites in an environment affected both by climate change and
industrialization (Reeder-Meyers 2015). I must add, based on my experience with the
archaeological survey of the corduroy remnant of Hull’s Trace in Brownstown, the involvement
of community stakeholders, especially when state and federal agencies are involved, is not merely
advisable but essential (Harrison 2012; Price 2013a; Lee 1990).
The present work is, in part, a statement of the significance of such an inventory, and a
framework for the contextualization and cultural resource management of individual and multiple
sites and finds, in association with community identity and maritime heritage. My
recommendations are therefore brief and simple: the ongoing inventory, conservation,
management and public interpretation of the myriad manifestations of maritime heritage remaining
in the St. Clair maritime landscape, using the tools of anthropology and historical archaeology,
and with the coordinated participation, at every jurisdictional level, of stakeholders from every
descendant community and culture. The foregoing thematic structures, temporal frameworks,
dialectical elements, data resources and methods are offered as a means to that end.
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APPENDIX A:
SHIPBUILDING IN THE ST. CLAIR LOCALE, 1769-1926
Key to Fields and Abbreviations
Built: Year vessel was originally built. Subsequent rebuilding is not considered here.
Place: Community where shipyard was located. Refer to Figure 2.1 for locations.
Vessel Name: Name registered at time vessel was launched. Subsequent renaming is not
considered here.
Type: Refer to Chapter 8 for definitions and illustrations
Tons (Gross): Displacement of vessel in tons of water displaced. This is not the same as
cargo capacity.
Draft (ft.): Depth of hull submerged at time of initial registration.
MOP (Mode of Propulsion): at time of initial registration. Sailing vessels that were
subsequently converted to barges are listed as “Sail.” Steam-powered vessels with auxiliary
sails are listed as “Steam.” Purpose-built barges are listed as “Towed.”
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Appendix A
Built
1769
1821
1824
1824
1825
1825
1826
1826
1826
1827
1827
1828
1830
1830
1831
1831
1833
1833
1833
1833
1833
1833
1833
1834
1834
1834
1834
1835
1835
1836
1836
1837
1837
1838
1838
1838
1838
1839
1839
1839
1839

Place
St Clair
Mt Clemens
Marine City
Marine City
St Clair
St Clair
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
St Clair
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
St Clair
St Clair
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Algonac
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Port Huron
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City
ONT Chatham
Port Huron

Shipbuilding in the St. Clair Locale
Vessel Name
Chippewa
Hariett
Ward, Sam
St. Clair
Pilot
Grand Turk
La Grange
Pontiac
Emily
Savage
Grampus
Betsey
Marshall Ney
Albatross
Nation's Quest
Esther
Downing, Major Jack
Jackson, Andrew
Lady of the Lake
Lady Colbourne
Thames
Ward, Elizabeth
Newberry, Oliver
Indiana
Bridget
Governor Porter
Brandywine
General Harrison
Barton, Benjamin
Hamilton, George
Mary Elizabeth
Macomb
Amazon
Peer, James L.
Trader
Temperance
Mink
Eagle
Huron
Brothers
Key West

Type
Sloop
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Sloop
Schooner
Sloop
Schooner
Sloop
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Sloop
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Sloop
Sloop
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Sloop
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Ferry
Schooner

Tons
(Gross)
50
40
27
28
54
17
101
15
34
50
30
25
70
20
30
45
55
49
26
160
160
65
130
118
37
46
115
178
54
34
102
179
23
19
30
26
29
147
150
20

1769-1926
Draft
(ft)
(ft)
4.8
4.5
4.0
6.0
4.5
8.0
4.0
4.9
5.0
4.5
4.0
6.9
5.0
5.0
5.8
5.0
4.8
4.6
8.0
8.0
6.5
8.3
8.0
5.0
4.9
8.0
9.0
6.0
5.0
6.8
9.0
5.0
4.0
4.0
5.0
3.0
8.3
8.0
5.0

Propulsion
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail

351
1840
1840
1841
1842
1842
1842
1842
1842
1843
1844
1844
1844
1845
1845
1845
1845
1845
1845
1845
1846
1846
1846
1846
1847
1847
1847
1847
1847
1847
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848
1848

Algonac
St Clair
ONT Sarnia
Algonac
Marine City
ONT Chatham
Port Huron
St Clair
Marine City
East China
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
East China
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Algonac
East China
East China
East China
East China
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron

Adelaide
Farmer
Otter
Pilot
Vermont
Taylor, Jane
Hubbard, Henry
Uncle Tom
Champion
Clay, Henry
Venus
Freedom
Avenger
Sparrow
Florence
Oregon
William
Russ, Isaac
Smart, David
Sultana
Detroit
Dolphin
Goliath
Fashion
Ward, Samuel
Eberts, W. D
Globe
Christina
America
Larned, Emeline
Newbold, A. H.
Buena Vista
Price, William J.
Coaster
Atlantic
Pacific
Moore, Franklin
Mary Jane
Belle
Sinbad
Sarnia
Burns, Robert
Mariner
Hawk
Petrel

Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Sloop
Brigantine
Steamer
Steamer
Schooner
Propeller
Steamer
Steamer
Brigantine
Barkentine
Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Brigantine
Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge

43
29
33
34
68
60
54
110
267
140
79
28
78
45
48
781
70
43
203
806
353
7
280
324
434
280
320
198
1083
106
154
26
104
63
1155
462
192
57

5.0
4.0
5.9
5.0
7.0
6.0
6.2
8.0
9.5
8.3
7.5
5.5
6.5
5.0
6.5
13.3
5.3
5.2
9.6
12.7
10.1
5.0
9.0
8.5
10.0
9.7
12.0
9.0
13.7
8.0
8.0
5.5
6.0
5.4
13.6
10.1
8.0
5.1

300
60
307
68
8
228

5.5
5.0
10.0
6.0
5.0
8.9

Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
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1848
1849
1849
1849
1849
1849
1849
1849
1849
1850
1850
1850
1850
1850
1850
1851
1851
1851
1851
1851
1851
1851
1851
1852
1852
1852
1852
1852
1852
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853

St Clair
East China
East China
Marine City
Marysville
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Port Huron
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
Marysville
Marysville
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron

Empire State
California
Texas
Milwaukee
Peninsula
St. Marys
Dial
Trader
Clark, F. C.
Capella
Ocean
Square Toes
Sampson
Star
Mahala
Arctic
Caspian
Pearl
Ruby
Ploughboy
Baltic
Ariel
United
Cleveland
Traveller
Euphemia
Tecumseh
Three Seas
Traveller
May Breeze
Challenge
Collins
Mary
Williams, Mary
Antelope
Margaret
Peerless
Moffatt, George
Canadian Lily
Canadian
CCC
Ferguson, David
Mitchell, A.
Mason, L. M.
Fidelity

Steamer
Scow Schooner
Sloop
Scow Schooner
Propeller
Sloop
Schooner
Schooner
Brigantine
Schooner
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Brigantine
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Brigantine
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Propeller
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Steamer
Steamer
Schooner
Brigantine
Brigantine
Schooner
Schooner

1554
73
27
32
355
26
161

14.4
5.1
2.3
5.4
10.4
3.0
8.3

266
24
1052
110
117
56
323
861
922
251
251
450
152
45
72
574
603
51
82
165
182
65
665
942
89
89
90
22
280
361
390
368
200
320
276
340
65

10.0
5.6
13.3
6.0
8.5
6.2
5.2
12.5
12.0
7.5
7.5
8.0
9.0
6.0
5.7
11.0
10.1
3.0
5.2
9.0
12.0
12.1
5.7
5.7
6.6
2.5
10.5
11.0
11.0
5.9
9.5
9.8
9.7
11.0
6.6

Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail

353
1853
1853
1853
1853
1853
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1854
1855
1855
1855
1855
1855
1855
1855
1855
1855
1855
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1856
1857
1857
1857
1857
1857

Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Pt. Edward
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens

Free Democrat
Maine Law
Weasel
Remittance
Traffic
Cygnet
Orion
Forester
Elliott, R R
Alida
Saunders, John A.
St. George
Garibldi
Himmalaya
Caroline
Colonist
Hibbard, Charley
Scott, T. G.
Enterprise
Old Concord
Stewart, Mary
Convent
Colonel Cook
Torrent
Planet
Forest Queen
Alma
Union
Gilbert, E. K.
Marquette
Gem
Montgomery
Wyandotte
Sunshine
Amity
Little, H.
Storm Spirit
Wells, Fred L.
Hibbard, John
Chisolm, W. A.
Comet
Forest
Ark
Specht, F.V.
Lilly Dale

Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Schooner
Barkentine
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Ferry
Schooner
Barkentine
Ferry
Propeller
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner

54
36
42
27
50
96
149
504
321
177
67
307
80
29
160
341
210
93
56
457
442
400
327
411
1154
463
94
116
161
437
50
925
453
101
210
20
223
158
114
136
52
103
309
35
37

5.5
5.0
5.0
5.0
6.5
9.5
7.1
8.0
6.3
10.0
6.0
9.0
11.0
8.3
7.7
5.5
10.5
10.0
11.4
10.8
9.2
12.1
9.6
10.0
7.5
8.3
11.2
6.0
12.8
11.3
8.0
9.0
4.4
10.3
9.0
8.0
8.0
5.0
6.0
7.0
3.6
3.6

Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail

354
1857
1857
1857
1857
1857
1857
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1858
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1859
1860
1860
1860
1860
1860
1860
1860
1860
1861
1861
1861
1861

ONT Sombra
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Pt. Edward
ONT Sombra
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Harsens Island
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
New Baltimore
ONT Pt. Edward
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Algonac
Harsens Island
Marine City
New Baltimore
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
New Baltimore

Albatross
Gulielma
Miner, J. S.
Forest Rose
Moffatt, Jim
Twilight
Princess
Rust, A.
Planet
Kean, M. B.
Kelloha
Gazelle
New Haven
Dale, Lily
Harriet
Sayers, Tom
Iris
Luck's All
Steele, H. B.
Hazzard
Elva
Island City
Hannah, Perry
Kelly, William
Sea Bird
Comet
Guerilla
Michigan
Michigan
Wood, H.
Lillie, John
Hiller, John
Sexton, E. J.
Eagle, James E.
Ocean
Rice, John
Lincoln, Abraham
Mary
Sarnia
Morning Lark
Belle
Parsons, Philo
Antelope
Brown, R. M.
Tell, William

Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Ferry
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Sloop
Propeller
Steamer
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Propeller
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow
Ferry
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Steamer
Propeller
Schooner
Scow Schooner

18
170
97
105
27
21
107
325
93
30
396
422

4.0
8.3
7.8
7.6
4.5
3.8
7.0
12.0
6.0

37
56
35
121
37
119
22
53
47
183
198
638
351
20
275
271
20
82
50
23
195
90
91
67
65
123
47
129
222
601
236
44

3.6

8.7
11.0

4.7
8.0
3.7
6.8
5.0
6.0
5.9
8.6
12.5
9.7
2.5
9.2
9.2
3.1
6.8
5.0
4.3
8.6
7.2
6.5
6.6
6.6
8.0
5.6
7.0
8.5
11.0
10.3

Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail

355
1861
1861
1861
1861
1861
1861
1861
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1862
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1863
1864
1864
1864

ONT Chatham
ONT Sombra
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac

Dread
Onwards
Steinhoff, Annie
Margaret
Garibaldi
Spray
Rival
Emerald
Wade. B.F.
Water Witch
Newport
Yankee
Kanter, Edward
Saginaw
Sea Gull
Emeline
Sea Bird
Union
Union Star
Quail
Selkirk
Williams, Minnie
Williams, Annie
Goffe, Margaret
Salma
Annie
Favorite
Otter
Adah, Frances
Clement, S.
Julia
Quinby, I. L.
Ajax
Bruce, John
Faugh-a-Ballagh
Fenton
Oriental
Clark, Lucy
Idaho
Lizzie
Uncle Sam
Mauid of the Mist
Detroit
Beers, Alice M.
Twilight

Barge
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Propeller
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Barkentine
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Barkentine
Schooner
Schooner
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Barge
Scow
Scow
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Brigantine
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Ferry
Schooner
Steambarge

76
59
75
316
182
48
57
249
1256
370
36
410
378
285
37
128
48
50
91
17
340
360
397
375
103
42
616
271
63
455
25
119
345
107
56
210
75
483
51
93
58
145
127
154
125

6.1
4.0
5.2
11.0
8.0
5.0
9.3
11.0
9.3
5.0
11.8
11.3
10.6
5.2
6.9
6.0
6.0
4.0
12.5
12.0
12.0
10.7
7.0
6.0
12.0
11.6
6.5
10.6
3.5
7.1
12.2
5.4
4.0
8.2
5.6
12.8
5.5
7.1
5.0
8.5
8.8
9.5
6.5

Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam

356
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1864
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1865
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866

Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
Marysville
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
ONT Chatham
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City

Smith, J. B.
Eureka
St. Joseph
Wave
Mayflower
City of Tawas
Tawas
Emily
Dauntless
Spicer, W. J.
Mitchell, Minnie
Commerce
Louisa
Lillian
Huron
Evergreen
Senator
Mayflower
Moffatt, Kate
Hemisphere
Morning Star
Saginaw
Larned, Mary
Carrier
Dole, T. D.
Trader
Sweepstakes
St. Clair
Home
Mary Amelia
Ann
Liberty
Crawford, R. C.
Mason, L. M.
Sailor Boy
Jennie
Morrell, F.
City of Detroit
River Queen
Luff, sophia J.
Marine City
Bell, Lizzie
Salina
Bissell, George W
East Saginaw

Steamer
Propeller
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner-Barge
Tug (Towboat)
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Ferry
Schooner
Scow
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Barge
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Barkentine
Barge
Barge
Schooner
Barkentine
Propeller
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Barkentine
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Sloop
Barkentine
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge

141
199
193
154
190
372
123
121
25
356
35
106
130
37
378
61
68
92
235
398
99
99
26
187
167
150
13
350
144
113
20
60
309
249
76
154
369
652
89
278
268
59
212
278
235

7.8
6.4
7.5
7.1
8.7
10.0
8.0
7.0
6.0
11.0
5.4
5.7
6.2
4.3
11.4
5.6
5.6
11.3
10.9
6.5
6.5
4.6
8.6
9.1
8.6
5.0
12.4
8.3
7.0
4.7
5.4
10.0
9.5
6.7
6.3
11.6
12.1
7.7
10.4
9.4
5.8
10.7
10.3
10.0

Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Towed
Towed
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam

357
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1866
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867

Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens

Alpena
Keweenaw
Saginaw
Marine City
Clinton, W. R.
River King
Blue Bird
Freeman
Nevada
Champion
Hattie, Minnie
Minnie, Hattie
Edna
Tempest
Hattie, Mary
Hattie May
Greenback
Explorer
Nina
Vienna
Bookstaver, W.
Faith
Erie
Superior
Carrington, E. M.
Kewaunee
Langton, E. M.
Iris
Maple Leaf
Maria
Curlew
Tom & Joe
Botsford, Ida S
Lady of the Lake
Drayton, Market
Sanilac
St. Clair
Northerner
Tailor
Guiding Star
Gardner, S.
Estabrook, J. S.
Bay City
Mills, Merrill I
Wilcox, M.

Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Barge
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Barge
Barge
Propeller
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Scow Schooner

653
800
707
383
563
50
28
20
41
24
141
141
40
24
141
146
30
33
20
40
40
50
212
205
121
211

12.0
11.8
11.7
10.8
9.0
5.0
3.6

62
87
104
80
114
76
7
88
263
236
1214
298
363
318
281
263
152
70

6.6
7.0
7.0
6.9

11.0
4.0
8.3
7.0
5.0
4.8
8.0
8.0
3.0
5.6
5.0
5.0
5.0
5.0
10.6
9.7
8.4
8.3

7.2
2.5
7.4
10.6
10.0
13.3
11.6
11.8
11.0
11.6
10.3
10.8
5.6

Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Towed
Towed
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail

358
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1867
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868
1868

Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron

Elizabeth
Mary
Arizona
Skylark
Hattie
Rooster
Juliette
Johnson, Hattie
Wells, Hattie
Topsy
Meisel, C. G.
Leighton, Emma
Rozille
Miller, Mary
Clipper Vision
Gain, E. F.
Two Brothers
Vision
City of Port Huron
Brockway, George E
Amoskeag
Flying Dutchman
St. Clair Flats
Rose, D. F.
St. Paul
Palms, Francis
Lester, Florence
Barnes, William E.
Cowie, William
Frost, George S.
Forester
Two Brothers
Fly, Nettie
Maid Lark
St. Peter
Taylor, Bella
Campbell, George
Gawley, E
Mary Ann
Dominion
McKerrall, P E
Shamrock
Groton
Howard, Hattie
Kittie

Scow Schooner
Sloop
Steambarge
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Steamer
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Barkentine
Schooner
Scow Schooner

24
19
145
69
19
17
151
419
291
147
133
82
41
32
36
86
8
36
411
164
244
8
21
259
910
560
265
122
209
131
40
32
19
22
120
38
27

3.0
3.2
7.7
7.0
4.5
2.7
6.8
13.0
11.2
8.5
7.4
6.8
5.9
5.2
4.5
4.0
2.7

20
178
136
23
352
274
88

4.0
8.2
6.0
4.8
12.0
10.9
7.2

10.2
10.2
10.3
2.5
5.1
11.0
13.1
14.5
12.0
7.0
9.8
7.2
5.2
3.9
3.0
2.9
8.0
6.8
6.0

Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Towed
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail

359
1868
1868
1868
1868
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1869
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870
1870

Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Corunna
ONT Sarnia
ONT Sombra
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
New Baltimore
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair

Moore, Hannah
Melissa
Maggie
Little Kittie
Dana, George
Harvest
Kane, E.
Gebhart, A.
Keepsake
Kean, Edward
Florence
Starlight
Lozen, Lucinda
Martin, F.
Little, Henry
Bully, Kate
Emma
Philamine
Wells, David A.
Carlingford
Keith, William G.
Skinner, Thomas S.
Howard, Henry
Moffatt, Frank
Growler
Ritchie, John
Johnson, S. W.
Coburn, R. G.
Johnson, C. H.
Birckhead, P H
Powers, D W
Ward, Milton D.
Flowers, Daniel W
Mills, N.
Colonel Hathaway
Axford, William L.
Crowe, J R
Manitoba
Admiral
Watson, Alex
Perry, L. W.
Fitzgerald, E.
Neil, Fanny
Christina
Potter, Agnes

Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Barge
Barge
Barge
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Barge
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steamer
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Ferry
Propeller
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steamer
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Schooner
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Schooner

61
40
40
83
304
375

6.4
5.8
5.5
9.0
11.4

354
286
376
70
30
35
62

12.0
10.6
12.0
4.0
3.1
5.0

380
15
49
310
470
211
195
261
123
9
205
867
332
378
303
538

12.0
4.0
4.7
12.6
12.3
8.8
8.9
9.8
11.4
2.6
7.8
11.6
12.0
12.0
13.4
11.8
7.8

391
93
20
91
80
48
109
253
298
451
25
279

11.6
7.7
2.9
8.0
6.0
6.6
6.2
11.5
11.1
11.7
4.8
9.4

Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Towed
Towed
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail

360
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1871
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1872
1873
1873
1873

Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Sombra
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Walpole Is
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Algonac
Algonac

Smith, J. A.
Martin, John
Brainerd, Katie
Blood, Carrie H.
Dayton
Larned, Mary Ann
Mayes, Emma A.
Larned, L. C.
Annie Laura
Helen (or Hellen)
City of Montreal
Coral
Brown, Harvey H.
Ark
Vanderbilt
Couch, James
Ely, George H.
Harmon
Gladiator
Noyes, John R.
Comet
Acton
Young, C. L.
Troy
Sunnyside
Tempest
Holland, Robert
Mills, Mary
Ida
Waubaushene
Muskoka
Standley, R. W.
City of Chatham
Robertson, Mary R
Thames
Windsor, Elijah
Ireland
Allen, Ada E.
Sandy
Montana
Nicholson, Elizabeth A.
Foster, I. N.
Cash, Belle
Stewart, Rhoda
Smith, Anna

Barge
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Excursion Boat
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Scow Schooner
Propeller
Steambarge
Barge
Barge
Pkg Freighter
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner-Barge
Barge
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Barge
Barge
Pkg Freighter
Propeller
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Scow
Steambarge
Barge
Pkg Freighter
Schooner
Schooner
Barge
Barge
Propeller

255
25
412
75
462
79
429
38
356
39
400
119
834
68
1303
843
648

9.4
6.0
10.0
7.9
9.8
6.9
9.9
5.1
10.7
4.1
11.6
7.2
15.0
4.2
14.4
14.5
13.3

221
333
473
292
382
486
35
412
423
120
57
478
481
340
361
378
52
68
140
107
75
1536
721
320
375
323
637

12.0
11.8
11.2
11.1
10.6
10.2
4.2
12.6
11.9
8.0
4.8
11.6
11.5
12.0
12.0
11.4
5.4
5.4
6.7
6.3
5.0
14.0
14.3
11.5
11.3
10.9
13.8

Towed
Steam
Towed
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Towed
Towed
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Towed
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Towed
Steam
Sail
Sail
Towed
Towed
Steam

361
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1873
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874

Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham

Jenkins, Isaac G.
Weeks, Charles H.
Lord, Jarvis
Minneapolis
Rutter, J. H.
Spademan, Charles
Garner, Nellie
Hattie
Elma
Lucky Boy
Matilda
Snook, T.W.
Tecumseh
Ontario
Armenia
Gildersleeve
Vanderbilt
Wawanosh
Newman, J.B.
Townshend, Oscar
Saginaw
Hutchinson, Emma C.
America
Pulaski
Dunford, Fred
Mocking Bird
Hurlbut, Chauncey
Wilson, D. M.
Arenac
Courtright, Milton
Mitchell, Belle
Mitchell, Oliver
Ketcham, V. H.
Fairbanks, N. K.
King, George
City of Duluth
Gladys
Abercorn
Chamberlin, Porter
Williams, David G.
Morning Star
Quebec
Van Allen, D. R.
Pike, A. N.
Harper, J G

Schooner
Barge
Bulk Freighter
Pkg Freighter
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Bulk Freighter
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner
Steambarge
Schooner
Steamer
Bulk Freighter
Ferry
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Propeller
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Schooner
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Propeller
Propeller
Propeller
Steambarge
Steambarge
Barge
Steambarge
Propeller
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)

327
324
771
1072
897
307
567
400
401
25
29
169
543
1338
400
91
169
370
17
818
350
736
342
349
273
142
1009
757
63
13
320
320
1660
980
533
1110
513
260
257
117
66
1404
260
34
20

12.0
11.2
18.0
11.2
14.0
10.8
13.2
11.0
11.0
3.3
3.3
9.2
13.2
12.0
11.0
7.7
8.6
12.0
3.1
14.4
10.5
14.0
11.8
11.0
10.0
8.5
21.3
12.2
4.4
5.0
11.4
11.4
23.1
11.3
13.4
13.1
9.5
11.0
10.8
6.9
5.6
13.4
10.0
4.0
8.7

Sail
Towed
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam

362
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1874
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1875
1876
1876
1876
1876
1876
1876
1876
1877
1877
1878
1878
1878
1878
1879
1879
1879
1880
1880
1880
1880
1880
1880
1880
1880

ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
ONT Pt. Edward
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
ONT Wallacebg
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg

Steinhoff, J. W.
Belknap
Kelly, Edward
Mathews, Jennie
Lyon, Mary
Cook, Millie
Livingstone, William Jr
Crusader
Mary
Larned, H. M.
Jones, Sidney
Scoville, David
City of New Baltimore
Germania
Huron [iron]
Sewell, Harry
Law, Lizzie
Leighton, Frank C.
Whiting, Justin R.
Bowers, James
Hanaford, John W.
Smith, Ella M
Gilbert, Lewis
Comet
City of London
Eddy
Tinker
Essex
Smith, Henry
Dodger
Euna
Sanders, J. G.
Kent
Oscoda
Agnes
Morley
Centennial
Miller, Albert
Hopkins, A. L.
Holland, Grace
Donaldson, James P
Rudolph, William
City of Mt. Clemens
Uncle John
McRae, William F

Propeller
Barge
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Scow Schooner
Ferry
Ferry
Propeller
Steambarge
Ferry
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner
Schooner
Barge
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Propeller
Ferry
Barge
Scow
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Steamer
Barge
Steambarge
Barge
Bulk Freighter
Schooner
Steambarge
Pkg Freighter
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Propeller
Tug (Towboat)

182
46
776
332
334
56
291
198
52

8.7
4.3
14.2
12.0
12.0
6.2
13.6
8.8
8.0

37
80
263
1052
17
747
329
458
326
326
152
93
22

5.5
4.2
6.9
11.2
12.8
5.0
13.9
12.0
15.8
11.0
11.0
9.4
6.2
3.6

59

4.7

3
40
2
6
207
74
530
55
870
8
284
757
629
521
204
85
7
46

6.6
2.0
4.0
7.9
5.6
13.3
6.7
14.1
5.6
9.8
12.2
14.3
12.0
9.7
6.0
3.0
6.8

Steam
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Towed
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Steam
Towed
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam

363
1880
1880
1880
1880
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1881
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1882
1883
1883
1883
1883

Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
New Baltimore
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Sarnia
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City

Curtis, S. E.
Ernst
Melbourne
Oregon
Mason, E L
Buttironi, Kate
Macy, Sylvanus J.
Gordon, R. J.
Teutonia
Fassett, Theodore S.
Reed, Isabel
Holland, Nelson C.
Jennet
Virginius
McDonald, R
Daisy
Snow Ball
Ripple
Wales
Gondola
Endeavor
Minnie
Godfrey, Jeremiah
Rambler
Ogemaw
Currie, R. W.
Osborn, John M.
Mary
Jackson, G. K.
Brown, R. H.
Curtis, C. F.
Weston, A
Handy Boy
Nellie
Elmer
United Empire
Beatrice
Conger, Omar
Whitney, D. C.
Transfer
Wayne
Fern
Smith, Edward
Pickup
Edwards, J. R.

Scow Schooner
Scow Schooner
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Excursion Boat
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Barge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Propeller
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Barge
Scow
Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Propeller
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Propeller
Ferry
Ferry
Bulk Freighter
Propeller
Schooner-Barge
Tug (Towboat)
Propeller
Propeller
Schooner

39
14
510
46
42
865
548
187
594
548
548
564
335
422
345
25
23
15
350
91
79
63
653
26
625
36
646
117
400
44
532
511
136
156
31
1961
66
200
1090
16
674
48
701
137
435

5.4
3.0
12.6
4.0
9.0
20.4
11.0
8.2
14.5
14.2
14.2
13.2
10.9
11.6
11.3
5.0
3.0
4.0
11.0
6.0
5.2
4.4
14.0
3.8
13.1
7.2
14.0
9.4
9.1
6.2
14.0
13.3
7.5
7.5
6.0
15.0
6.4
10.6
14.7
3.1
13.6
6.2
16.5
6.7
12.2

Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Sail
Towed
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Towed
Towed
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
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1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1883
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1884
1885
1885
1885
1885
1885
1885
1886
1886
1886
1886
1887
1887
1887
1887
1887
1887
1888
1888
1888
1888
1888

Marine City
Marine City
Marysville
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
St Clair
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
St Clair
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
St Clair
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens

Westcott, J.W.
Young, William A.
Mills, J. E.
Guiding Star
Two Sisters
Merritt, C. H.
Owen
Taylor, Ella
Taylor, W J
Collina
Energy
Gauthier, Gordon
Nipigon
Orton, Minnie
Sicken, M.
Roy
Wells, C W
Allie May
City of Mt Clemens
Rover
Kelly, A T
Darling, Grace
Tinker
Kalkaska
New Orleans
Eleanor
Ariadne
Juno
Alverson, Homer D.
Tyler
Cottrell, Harry
Canisteo
Forester, L. B.
Langell, Simon
Louisiana
Wilson, Annabell
Atlantis
Active
Arbutus
Kaliyuga
Scofield, L., Jr.
Morley, William B.
Pawnee
Miami
Buell, F. R.

Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Excursion Boat
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Schooner
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Barge
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Bulk Freighter
Schooner
Propeller
Steambarge
Schooner
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Bulk Freighter
Schooner-Barge
Steambarge
Barge
Tug (Towboat)
Pkg Freighter
Steamer
Bulk Freighter
Steambarge
Steambarge
Pkg Freighter

523
434
227
32
34
122
103
34
9
62
116
21
627
456
213
88
38
27
132
46
39
26
8
680
1458
421
38
210
761
28
76
596
21
845
1753
491
107
64
49
1941
9
1846
640
229
1438

11.9
11.4
8.2
3.3
3.9
7.0
9.0
6.0
3.0
4.7
6.5
5.3
13.7
11.8
9.7
9.0
6.9
6.0
7.5
5.3
6.6
4.6
2.4
15.5
13.6
11.0
5.2
8.3
14.5
3.5
5.9
12.2
3.9
13.7
20.0
12.0
6.4
5.0
7.0
20.7
4.7
13.9
13.2
9.5
22.8

Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Towed
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam

365
1888
1888
1888
1888
1888
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1889
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1890
1891
1891
1891
1891
1891
1891
1891
1891
1892
1892
1892
1892
1892
1892

Mt Clemens
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
St Clair
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
ONT Chatham
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City

Aloha
Frankie
Spray
Arenac
Fontana
Italia
Cherokee
Toltec
Ralph. P. J.
Aztec
Harrison, Benjamin
Stewart, A.
Exilda
Lily
Adele
Vick
Effort
Flint, Oscar T.
Delta
St. Lawrence
Zapotec
Chippewa
Miztec
Newaygo
Whitaker, Byron J.
Lozen
Honest Boy
Dominion
Monarch
Runnels, D N
Langell Boys
Comstock, J. B.
Fletcher, F. W.
Jennie
Norwalk
Port Huron
B No. 15
B No. 16
Carpenter, O. O
Smith, Abram
Leader
Morley, W. B.
Iroquois
Hill, John J.
Anderson, Alex

Schooner-Barge
Propeller
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Steambarge
Schooner
Bulk Freighter
Schooner
Schooner-Barge
Schooner-Barge
Steambarge
Bulk Freighter
Schooner-Barge
Sloop
Propeller
Propeller
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Schooner-Barge
Steambarge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Barge
Scow
Scow
Steambarge
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Schooner

522
26
47
521
1164
2036
1003
684
964
834
538
534
56
104
10
13
51
823
269
1437
811
1290
777
906
1404
565
18
138
2017
37
387
325
496
53
1007
151
116
116
364
372
323
1748
1698
974
738

12.0
4.0
6.2
12.7
9.0
20.8
14.5
13.9
14.0
13.9
12.0
12.1
4.8
6.4
3.6
5.0
4.5
14.0
10.3
20.0
14.6
22.1
14.0
13.4
20.4
12.4
2.9
5.0
15.0
6.9
11.2
10.9
11.3
4.0
14.0

9.5
11.0
4.0
20.8
20.0
17.6
13.7

Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Towed
Sail
Sail
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
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1892
1892
1892
1892
1893
1893
1893
1893
1893
1893
1893
1893
1893
1894
1894
1894
1894
1894
1894
1894
1895
1895
1895
1895
1895
1895
1895
1896
1896
1896
1896
1896
1896
1897
1898
1898
1898
1899
1899
1900
1900
1900
1900
1901
1901

Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Algonac
Marine City
Marine City
Marine City
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
Algonac
Marine City
Mt Clemens
ONT Sarnia
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron
Port Huron
Marine City
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Port Huron
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Port Huron
Marine City
Mt Clemens
Marine City
Port Huron
Port Huron
St Clair
ONT Sarnia
Port Huron

Kendall, Harvey J.
Eddie
Uno
Desmond
Interlaken
Mingoe
Santa Maria
Wotan
McKean, J.
Runnels, H. E.
Porter, Lloyd S.
Thompson, C D
Harrow, W G
Moore, W. K.
Unique
Biswabik
Mohegan
Linden
Boynton, C. L.
Welcome
Comstock, A. W.
Farwell, George H.
Mineral City
Pepiken
Te Piakan
Inman, B. B.
Haynes, F. J.
French Joe
Connelly Bros.
Bertie
Vigilant
Lee, Fred A.
Martin, James T.
Black Rock
Lincoln, Isaac
Clinton
Mason, W. G.
Maud
Lakeside
Chisolm, Alvah S, Jr.
Wilson, Capt Thos[steel]
Ravenscraig [steel]
Mitchell, Alfred
Sarnia
Kennebec [steel]

Steambarge
Schooner
Barge
Steambarge
Schooner
Schooner
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Schooner-Barge
Propeller
Schooner-Barge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Ferry
Schooner-Barge
Steambarge
Propeller
Propeller
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Barge
Schooner-Barge
Scow Schooner
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Scow Schooner
Steambarge
Bulk Freighter
Pkg Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Tug (Towboat)
Bulk Freighter

398
30
75
456
567
712
983
887
36
862
536
92
84
619
381
1401
1216
894
103
212
806
750
58
40
29
89
27
6
751
43
372
65
47
1646
377
124
99
98
39
478
4719
2280
1751
85
2183

9.2
3.6
5.0
9.5
11.0
12.0
14.1
13.6
5.0
13.2
10.7
11.0
9.0
11.7
11.0
17.0
14.1
12.6
12.0
9.5
12.6
12.2
5.3
6.0
10.6
7.6
2.2
13.5
4.0
11.0
9.0
8.0
16.5
9.2
6.2
10.5
6.7
3.8
9.0
24.0
23.8
21.0
11.0
24.0

Steam
Sail
Towed
Steam
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Towed
Sail
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Sail
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
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1901
1902
1902
1902
1902
1902
1902
1902
1903
1903
1903
1903
1909
1909
1909
1913
1918

Port Huron
Marine City
ONT Chatham
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg
Port Huron
Port Huron
Marine City
Port Huron
St Clair
St Clair
Marine City
St Clair
St Clair
Marine City
Marine City

Neff, Charles S.
Recor, Edward P.
Crow, D. W.
Gordon, D. A.
Maude
Louisa
Kanawha [steel]
Elliott, James R.
Powell, L. G.
Eastland [steel]
Winnebago [steel]
Howard, John C [steel]
Cleo
North Star [steel]
North Lake [steel]
Johnson, John D.
McLouth, Peirce

Steambarge
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Propeller
Tug (Towboat)
Tug (Towboat)
Bulk Freighter
Tug (Towboat)
Steambarge
Propeller
Bulk Freighter
Steambarge
Tug (Towboat)
Bulk Freighter
Bulk Freighter
Propeller
Steambarge

992
368
31
148
19
13
2182
210
143
1961
1091
1244
17
3849
3861
50
550

11.6
9.9
6.0
7.0
5.0
4.0
23.4
12.0
6.0
19.5
13.6
13.7
4.5
26.0
26.0
6.0
12.0

Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam
Steam

1919
1921
1924
1926

Marine City
Marine City
ONT Wallacebg
ONT Wallacebg

Peerless No. 1
Perry, Oliver H. [steel]
Burgess, Rose
Fraser, Jean

Barge
Propeller
Barge
Tug (Towboat)

409
128
304
99

15.3
8.3
7.3
7.5

Towed
Steam
Towed
Steam
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APPENDIX B:
VESSEL LOSSES IN THE ST. CLAIR LOCALE, 1830-1934
Key to Fields and Abbreviations
Name: Vessel name registered at time vessel was launched. Subsequent renaming follows a
slash; e.g., Preston/Harlow
Site No.: Sites registered with the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) of Michigan
include the registration number in brackets; e.g. [20UH103]
Type: Vessel configuration at time of final loss. Refer to Chapter 8 for definitions and
illustrations
Abbreviations:
Barknt: Barkentine
Brigntn: Brigantine
BulkFrtr: Bulk Freighter
Prop: Propeller (screw-driven vessel)
ScowSchn: Scow Schooner
StmBrg: Steambarge
Built: Year vessel was originally built. Subsequent rebuilding is not considered here.
Lost: Year vessel was permanently lost. Previous sinkings are not considered here.
Loc (Location): Body of water in which final deposition occurred.
LH: Lake Huron
LSC: Lake St. Clair
SCF: St. Clair Flats
SCR: St. Clair River
MOP (Mode of Propulsion) at time of sinking.
Ancr: At anchor
Dock: Docked
Sail: Under sail
Stm: Self-propelled by steam power
Tow: Under tow by another vessel
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Cause: Proximate cause of loss
Abnd: Abandoned
Ashore: Driven ashore by a gale
Boiler: Boiler explosion
Brkwtr: Repurposed as a breakwater
Brn: Burned
Cap: Capsized
Coll: Collision
Ice: Sunk by ice
Sunk: sunk, usually waterlogged, sprung planks or opened seams
Age: Age of vessel at time of final loss
Class (identified vessels only): Site formation class D1 through D4 (see Chapter 11).
Draft (ft.): Depth of hull submerged at time of initial registration.
Tons (Gross): Displacement of vessel in tons of water displaced. This is not the same as
cargo capacity (net tons).
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Appendix B:

Name
[Site No.]
Emily
General Scott
Chatauque
Park, Ellen
Saltillo
Brothers
Northerner
[20UH103]
Experiment
Fox
Amazon
Barton, Pliny F
Eugenia
Pilot
Bell, Mary
Jones B B
Watson, Alex
Hanson, J
Courtright, Milton
Fair Trader
Bruce, John
Dixie
Red Ribbon
St Joseph
Belle
Ottawa
Traveller
General Sherman
Scoville, David
Hercules
Ontario
Ontonagon
St Joseph
Howard, Henry
Moffat, Frank
Enright, Jos M
White, J K
Folger, F A
Weeks, Charles H
Algoma
Davis, Cal
Glory
Tremble, M E
[20UD2]

Vessel Losses in the St Clair Locale

Type
Schooner
Steamer
Steamer
Schooner
Brigntn
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Steamer
Brig
Tug/Tow
Schooner
Tug/Tow
Tug/Tow
Tug/Tow
Prop
ScowSchn
Tug/Tow
Schooner
ScowSchn
ScowSchn
Fish Tug
ScowSchn
Ferry
Schooner
ScowSchn
Steamer
Ferry
SchnBrg
Tug/Tow
Prop
Barge
StmBrg
Tug/Tow
ScowSchn
Steamer
Tug/Tow
Barge
Barge
Tug/Tow
ScowSchn
Schooner

Built
1826
1839
1839
1842
1847
1839
1851
1837
1851
1837
1853
1842
1853
1855
1864
1870
1867
1873
1848
1863
1865
1877
1852
1864
1862
1863
1865
1875
1843
1857
1856
1868
1869
1869
1870
1868
1881
1873
1874
1873
1869
1874

Lost
1830
1848
1850
1853
1853
1856
1856
1859
1863
1864
1865
1865
1865
1867
1871
1871
1872
1873
1874
1875
1875
1877
1877
1878
1878
1878
1879
1879
1883
1883
1883
1883
1884
1885
1886
1887
1889
1889
1890
1890
1890
1890

Loc
SCF
LSC
SCR
LSC
SCR
LSC
LH
SCF
SCR
LH
SCR
LSC
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
LSC
LSC
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCR
SCR
LSC
LSC
SCR
SCF
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCF
SCR
SCF
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCR

MOP
Sail
Stm
Stm
Sail
Sail
Stm
Stm
Stm
Dock
Sail
Stm
Sail
Stm
Dock
Dock
Stm
Dock
Dock
Sail
Sail
Dock
Stm
Sail
Dock
Tow
Sail
Stm
Dock
Sail
Dock
Stm
Tow
Stm
Stm
Sail
Stm
Stm
Tow
Ancr
Dock
Sail
Tow

1830-1934

Cause Age Class Draft
Cap
5
4
Coll
8
9
Brn
8
11
Cap
11
Coll
6
D1
Sunk
17 D1
Coll
11
5
Sunk
7
22
Brn
7
12
Ashore 27 D1
9
Brn
5
12
Ashore 23
5
Brn
7
12
Abnd
9
12
Boiler
8
7
D2
Brn
6
1
Coll
3
5
Brn
0
Abnd
3
26 D3
Cap
5
12
Brn
10
Brn
5
0
Sunk
5
25
Brn
7
14
Abnd
16
Ashore 15
4
Brn
6
14
Brn
4
4
Coll
8
40 D1
Brn
7
26
Brn
11
27 D1
Cap
7
15
Brn
10
15 D1
Boiler
11
16 D1
Coll
6
16
Abnd
5
19
Brn
9
8
Ashore 16 D2
11
Cap
16 D1
Brn
7
17
Sunk
3
21
Coll
13
16 D1

Tons,G
34
200
205
240
150
514
150
102
179
40
38
77
128
173
109
31
13
22
107
20
76
75
215
26
111
37
256
71
561
85n
261
122
64
50
64
324
25
33
693
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Upper, M G/Ben Hur
Alpena
Collina
Moore, Hannah
Ruby, J S
Sherman, John
Brady, George N
Dial
Goffe, Margaret R
Lowell
Pringle, Mary
Clara
Itasca
Mineral Rock
Salina
Dix, USRC John A
West, N C
Sumner, Alanson
Ayr
Fontana
Martin, John B [20UH304]
Amaranth
[20UH516]
Stauber, George
Windsor, Elijah
Gleniffer
Leader
Champion
Glidden, John H
Minnesota
Virginius/Thos D Stimson
Darley, Kate
Dashing Wave
Burroughs, George T
Duvall, J
Michigan
Point Abino
Spaulding, JM [20UH525]
Tuthill, Fanny
Yakima
Argonaut
Erin
[20UD5]
Fisk, James, Jr
Hattie
Kingsford, Thomson
Mills, N[elson]

Schooner
StmBrg
Barge
ScowSchn
StmBrg
SchnBrg
Tug/Tow
Schooner
Barknt
Prop
StmBrg
Tug/Tow
Schooner
Prop
StmBrg
Steamer
Schooner
Tug/Tow
Schooner
SchnBrg
SchnBrg
Schooner
Ferry
StmBrg
Schooner
ScowSchn
Barge
BulkFrtr
BulkFrtr
StmBrg
Barge
SchnBrg
StmBrg
Schooner
Prop
StmBrg
ScowSchn
Tug/Tow
BulkFrtr
SchnBrg
StmBrg
BulkFrtr
Prop
StmBrg
Barge

1874
1874
1883
1868
1881
1865
1865
1849
1862
1865
1867
1860
1873
1856
1866
1865
1867
1872
1855
1888
1873
1864
1883
1872
1873
1892
1863
1879
1880
1881
1862
1861
1881
1874
1890
1872
1876
1873
1887
1873
1881
1870
1882
1880
1870

1890
1891
1891
1891
1891
1891
1892
1892
1893
1893
1893
1894
1895
1896
1896
1898
1898
1899
1900
1900
1900
1901
1901
1901
1902
1902
1903
1903
1903
1903
1904
1904
1905
1905
1905
1905
1905
1905
1905
1906
1906
1906
1906
1906
1906

SCR
SCF
LSC
SCR
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCF
LSC
SCF
SCR
SCR
LH
SCR
SCR
SCF
SCF
SCR
SCF
SCF
SCF
SCR
SCR
SCF
SCF
LSC
SCF
LH
SCF
LH
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR

Ancr
Stm
Tow
Tow
Stm
Sail
Stm
Tow
Sail
Dock
Dock
Stm
Sail
Tow
Dock
Stm
Sail
Stm
Sail
Sail
Sail
Tow
Stm
Dock
Tow
Sail
Tow
Stm
Stm
Stm
Dock
Tow
Stm
Sail
Stm
Stm
Sail
Stm
Stm
Dock
Stm
Dock
Dock
Dock
Stm

Coll
Brn
Brn
Coll
Brn
Ashore
Brn
Abnd
Coll
Brn
Brn
Abnd
Coll
Brn
Brn
Abnd
Coll
Sunk
Abnd
Coll
Coll
Ashore
Coll
Abnd
Coll
Ashore
Coll
Coll
Brn
Brn
Brn
Abnd
Coll
Coll
Coll
Ashore
Ashore
Coll
Brn
Brn
Coll
Brn
Brn
Brn
Coll

16
17
8
23
10
26
27
43
31
28
26
34
22
40
30
33
31
27
45
12
27
37
18
29
29
10
40
24
23
22
42
43
24
31
15
33
29
32
18
33
25
36
24
26
36

D2
D1
D3
D2

D1
D1
D2
D2
D3
D1
D1
D1
D2
D2
D2
D1
D3
D2
D2

D4
D2
D2
D2
D2
D1
D1

10
11
5
6
7
11
11
8
11
11
8
7
11
12
11
11
7
11
11
9
14
11
4
5
12
4
14
19
18
12
12
13
8
8
8
7
6
7
20.6
12
13
12
6
9
12

304
369
62
61
129
131
161
375
460
167
77
344
552
212
253
145
207
394
1,164
938
330
42
68
338
32
803
1,323
1,138
509
547
372
180
132
149
71
31
1,118
392
1,096
67
238
391
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Pabst, Fred
Pilgrim
[20UH299]
Cooke, Jay
Badger State
Grover, Maurice B
Joliet
Little, C H
Maine
Sprague, H C/Nellie Lyon
Jack/Bothnia
Nelson, George
Bailey, Daniel E
Sweetheart
[20UH22]
Andrews, A
Edna
Elmer
Maud
Melvina
Buffalo
Tokio
Lillie
Snook, T W
Wolf, William H
Annie Laura
Colborn, A R
Ogemaw
Superior
Aztec
Dickinson, William
Gladstone
Tampa
Fitzgerald, R P
Penobscot
St Joseph
Houghten, H
Ann Arbor #2
Powell, L G
Preston/Harlow
Wente, Robert C
Normandie/Marysville
Sachem (debris field?)
Sachem (hull)
Kalkaska
Simpson, W H/Monarch

BulkFrtr
StmBrg
Steamer
Prop
BulkFrtr
BulkFrtr
Dredge
Prop
Dredge
StmBrg
Tug/Tow
Schooner
Schooner
Tug/Tow
SchnBrg
Tug/Tow
StmBrg
Schooner
PkgFrtr
SchnBrg
ScowSchn
StmBrg
BulkFrtr
StmBrg
StmBrg
StmBrg
Ferry
StmBrg
Tug/Tow
BulkFrtr
BulkFrtr
BulkFrtr
Schooner
StmBrg
StmBrg
Dredge
StmBrg
StmBrg
StmBrg
StmBrg
StmBrg
StmBrg
StmBrg
Tug/Tow

1890
1888
1868
1862
1887
1890
1903
1862
1880
1895
1886
1874
1867
1873
1866
1882
1899
1863
1878
1889
1884
1873
1887
1871
1882
1881
1890
1889
1893
1888
1890
1887
1880
1867
1889
1892
1903
1891
1888
1894
1889
1889
1884
1889

1907
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1911
1911
1911
1912
1912
1913
1913
1916
1916
1916
1917
1917
1918
1918
1919
1921
1921
1922
1922
1922
1922
1923
1923
1923
1923
1924
1925
1925
1926
1927
1927
1927
1927
1928
1928
1928
1932
1934

SCR
LH
LSC
SCR
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCR
SCF
SCF
SCR
SCR
LH
SCR
SCF
LSC
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
LSC
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCF
SCR
LH
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCR
SCF
SCF
SCF
SCF
SCR
SCR
SCR
LH
SCR
SCR

Tow
Stm
Tow
Dock
Stm
Stm
Stm
Dock
Dock
Stm
Tow
Tow
Sail
Dock
Dock
Stm
Dock
Tow
Tow
Sail
Sail
Tow
Tow
Tow
Tow
Stm
Stm
Stm
Dock
Tow
Tow
Dock
Sail
Tow
Ancr
Stm
Stm
Tow
Stm
Dock
Dock
Dock
Dock
Stm

Coll
Ice
Brkwtr
Brn
Abnd
Coll
Coll
Brn
Brn
Coll
Abnd
Coll
Brn
Abnd
Brn
Cap
Brn
Abnd
Abnd
Ice
Brn
Abnd
Abnd
Brn
Abnd
Brn
Brn
Brn
Brn
Brkwtr
Brkwtr
Abnd
Brn
Abnd
Brn
Coll
Brn
Brkwtr
Brn
Brn
Brn
Brn
Brn
Coll

17
19
40
47
23
21
8
49
31
17
26
39
46
43
50
34
18
54
40
29
35
48
34
51
40
41
32
34
30
35
33
37
45
58
37
35
24
36
39
34
39
39
48
45

D4
D2
D2
D2
D1
D2
D1

D3
D3
D2
D2
D1
D1
D1
D4
D2
D4
D4
D2
D1
D4
D2
D2
D4
D1

24
226
9
13
21
19
8
12
9
13
8
14
13
6
5
6
7
10
16
19
5
9
19
11
10
13
10
13.9
11
22
20
20
9
9
8
14
6
11
11
11
15

2,430
226
414
860
1,890
1,921
324
393
316
833
46
648
539
34
40
31
98
392
1,762
1,385
46
169
2,265
356
276
625
251
834
79
2,013
1,972
1,682
257
474
210
1,144
143
472
409
567
740

16
8

680
49
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The St. Clair system—a river, delta and lake between Lake Huron and the Detroit River—
offers significant opportunities to study long-term maritime landscape formation, and to preserve
a unique resource. Few maritime landscapes in the Great Lakes remain so deeply and clearly
inscribed by successive cultures. This permits both focused and comprehensive analyses and
comparisons of the ideologies, technologies and practices of indigenous, colonial, and modern
societies as each created its unique place in the environment through four processes: cognition,
dwelling, movement, and representation. The socially-conditioned perception of environmental
resources and constraints, and resulting strategies to exploit the former while minimizing the latter,
manifested in multiple forms. The diachronic anthropological study of maritime landscapes
requires an interdisciplinary approach to such diverse evidence as place names, eyewitness
accounts, maps, nautical practices, and material culture. Historical ecology offers the landscape
anthropologist a flexible and inclusive theoretical and methodological toolkit, including multiple
temporal frameworks, and the dialectical interaction of complex assemblages of agents.
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Five periods are posited: indigenous, French colonial, British colonial, post-colonial and
modern. In each, culturally-driven placemaking occurred through the interaction of the dominant
society with its environment, and with predecessor societies. Resulting patterns of settlement,
subsistence, movement, and representation produced a distinctive maritime landscape unique to
each society and its period of dominance. Throughout the study period, however, a long-term
pattern of maritime connectivity emerged, as the preponderance of agency gradually shifted from
Nature, to an industrial maritime society capable of creating a built environment optimized for
global waterborne transport. The once-convoluted channels of the St. Clair delta became a
recreational mecca to nearby Detroit, earning it the nickname “America’s Venice.” The evolving
material culture of maritime societies is quantitatively examined through choices made in local
shipbuilding, while risk and failure is evidenced in the archaeological patterning of shipwrecks
and their causes. Through “evidence-based storytelling,” the material culture of seafaring is
reunited with local and national narratives, with the goal of recovering, interpreting and performing
maritime heritage and identity through today’s descendant communities.
Keywords: Great Lakes, maritime cultural landscape, historical ecology, Annales, maritime
archaeology, shipwrecks, maritime heritage
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